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Abstract 
 In spite of positive advances in organisational equity and equality programs 
over the past few decades and a growing supply of women with the commitment, 
skills and preparedness to work at the highest organisational levels, women remain 
significantly and persistently underrepresented in corporate Australia. While they 
have managed to achieve middle-management positions they remain rare at senior-
management levels in both public and private sectors of the Australian economy. 
 In order to remain globally competitive, corporate Australia needs to focus on 
finding a solution to address this problem. This is particularly important for the key 
industry sectors that are traditionally male-dominated, such as construction and 
property development as they have a significant impact on the country’s economy, 
employment and international competitiveness. These project-based sectors of the 
Australian economy are growing, employing more people and requiring a skilled 
workforce. However, the representation of women in these sectors is below average, 
with extremely low numbers of women in leadership roles.  
 Through interviews with female project managers this study investigates the 
phenomenon of female underrepresentation in leadership roles in project-based 
organisations in Australia, specifically the construction and property development 
industries. Using a gender lens, the study examines the underlying structural and 
cultural barriers to women’s advancement to leadership in those organisations and, in 
particular, what challenges they face in their career advancement and what attempts 
they make to resolve those challenges.  
 The findings show that the unique characteristics of project-based 
organisations, with their perpetual masculine work practices, embedded masculine 
logic, gender-based bias and masculine organisational culture, all maintain the 
pattern of underrepresentation of women. To continue Australia’s strong economic 
performance, project-based organisations need to consider how they can foster their 
female project managers in order to secure these critical human resources and stay 
competitive on a global scale far into the future. 
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 Chapter 1: Introduction 1 
Chapter 1:  Introduction 
Good intentions, well-meaning organisational programs and a proven 
economic case for increasing female participation in the workforce are still not 
enough to achieve the desired levels of female representation in leadership in 
corporate Australia. In spite of positive advances over the past few decades and a 
growing supply of women with the commitment, skills, experience and preparedness 
to work at the highest levels, women remain significantly and persistently 
underrepresented. While they have managed to achieve middle-management 
positions they remain rare at senior-management levels in both public and private 
sectors of the Australian economy (Ernst & Young, 2013; The Workplace Gender 
Equity Agency (WGEA), 2014; 2015).  
 In order to remain globally competitive, corporate Australia needs to focus on 
finding a solution to address this problem. This is particularly important for the 
industry sectors which are traditionally male-dominated, such as construction and 
property development, as they have a significant impact on the country’s economy, 
employment and international competitiveness as further described in section 1.2 of 
this chapter (The Australian Trade Commission, 2015; WGEA, 2014, 2015). These 
project-based sectors of the Australian economy are growing, employing more 
people and requiring a skilled workforce. However, the representation of women in 
these sectors is below average, with extremely low numbers of women in leadership 
roles and the highest gender pay gap (WGEA, 2014, 2015). This persistent, real-
world problem led to this study. 
 This study investigates the important phenomenon of female 
underrepresentation in leadership in project-based organisations in Australia, 
specifically the construction and property development industries. It focuses on 
gender relations leading to female underrepresentation in senior roles in project-
based organisations, investigating the unique nature and characteristics of those 
organisations and their effects on career progression of female project managers. The 
overall aim of the study is to explore and understand how women in project-based 
organisations experience the culture and their careers and, in particular, what barriers 
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they face and what attempts they make to resolve those challenges in the progression 
of their own careers.  
 
 This chapter is an introduction to the current research study. First, it outlines 
the background of the study (section 1.1), providing a summary of the current state 
of play of women’s underrepresentation in leadership positions in Australian 
corporate organisations. It also provides a brief summary of the key reasons for this 
phenomenon. Following this, the context of the study is presented (section 1.2), 
providing an overview of women’s underrepresentation in project-based 
organisations. The objectives of the study, followed by the methodology used and the 
gaps in the literature are addressed in section 1.3. Section 1.4 introduces the 
theoretical framework used in the study, while the importance of the research topic, 
the study’s scope and definitions are presented in section 1.5. Finally, the last 
section, section 1.6, provides an outline of the remaining chapters of the thesis. 
 
1.1 Background and justification 
 Despite widespread awareness of female underrepresentation in leadership, 
the introduction of new policies such as the Australia Security Exchange (ASX) 
Corporate Governance Council’s guidelines around disclosing female representation 
objectives, a growing number of diversity champions, and many gender equity 
programs in place, noticeable change is yet to be seen in the majority of Australian 
organisations (French & Strachan, 2015; McKinsey & Company, 2007; WGEA, 
2014). On the contrary, by 2012, Australia had fallen to 24th overall on the World 
Economic Forum Global Gender Equity Index—a significant fall from 15th nearly a 
decade prior (WEF, 2006, 2014). Peter Wilson, National President of the Australian 
Human Resources Institute (AHRI), stated that, “in terms of gender equity, Australia 
has reached the point of world’s worst practice by OECD [Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development] standards” (Ernst & Young, 2013, p.4). 
Similarly, Elizabeth Broderick, Australia's Sex Discrimination Commissioner stated 
that "the status of women's leadership in corporate Australia is dire” (Businessthink 
University of New South Wales, 2010). In nearly all sectors of Australia’s 
workforce, women continue to be underrepresented in senior leadership positions 
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(Crawford, Lloyd-Walker & French, 2015; Ernst & Young, 2013). The 2012 
Australian Census of Women in Leadership revealed that women held only 3% of 
chair positions in the ASX 200 companies, and only 2.6% in the ASX 500 
companies.  They represented merely 3.5% of all Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) in 
the ASX 200 and 2.4% in the ASX 500 companies. Further, they accounted for only 
9.2% of directors in the ASX 500 companies and, according to Australian Institute of 
Company Directors’ (AICD) statistics (AICD, 2014), only 17.6% of directors in the 
ASX 200 companies. Men in large Australian organisations have nine times a better 
chance of reaching senior executive levels than women, despite women graduating 
from university at higher rates than men since 1985 (Bain & Company, 2013). 
 The question remains why? The benefits of gender diversity and female 
representation at senior executive levels in organisations have been well documented 
at the corporate, as well as at the macro-economic, level.  
 At the corporate level leveraging female talent creates a competitive 
advantage and improves the financial performance of organisations (Catalyst, 2013; 
Ernst & Young, 2013; 2007). Catalyst (2013), a United States’ (US) non-profit 
organisation, found that organisations with at least three female board directors had a 
better financial performance on average than other companies. Catalyst’s (2004) 
research found that organisations with the highest representation of women in senior 
leadership roles had a better financial performance than organisations having the 
lowest representation of women; the organisations with the highest representation of 
women delivered a 35% higher return on equity and a 34% higher total return to their 
shareholders.  
 Studies in Australia show that gender-diverse boards have a positive impact 
on different measures of firm performance, especially when they include a critical 
mass of women (Catalyst, 2013). For example, a study that focused on 151 firms on 
the ASX found that women had a positive impact on economic growth and social 
responsiveness. Firms with two or more female board directors had higher returns on 
equity, a higher market-to-book value, and improved corporate sustainability via 
higher social responsiveness (Galbreath, 2011).  
 To further support this claim, the benefits of creating opportunities to unlock 
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women’s full potential can also be seen at the macro-economic level. The growth of 
a country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is driven by two key factors: the 
expanding workforce and rising productivity (Goldman Sachs, 2009; McKinsey & 
Company, 2013). Women comprise 45.8% of all employees in Australia, of whom 
53.6% work full-time (WAGA, 2015). Further, the labour force participation rate for 
women is 58.5% in comparison to that of 71.2% for men (WAGA, 2015). In order to 
sustain the historic rate of GDP growth of approximately 3.3% per annum and to 
maintain Australia’s competitiveness in the global economy, Goldman Sachs (2009) 
and the Australian Trade Commission (2015) suggest that the country will need a 
combination of workforce expansion and an increase in productivity; women are 
critical to both forms of growth.   
 One solution is to attract more women into the workforce. The labour force 
participation rate of 58.5% is relatively low in comparison to 76% in the US and 
87% in Sweden. This suggests an opportunity to increase participation and, as a 
result, improve the size of the economy and national GDP growth. Further, a lack of 
skilled labour has been attributed to Australia’s declining productivity (Goldman 
Sachs, 2009; Hatcher, Linger, Owen & Algeo, 2013; WEGA, 2014).  Australia ranks 
35th on availability of skilled labour and 27th on availability of competent managers 
(McKinsey Australia, 2014). However, instead of looking for talent overseas, 
Goldman Sachs (2009) suggests that fully tapping the talent of educated women in 
Australia could offer the country a source of highly-educated labour. Closing the gap 
between gender employment rates differences could improve the level of Australian 
GDP by 11% and therefore have significant implications for the economy (WGEA, 
2014). This could help raise national productivity, as well as improve corporate 
performance.  
 However, doing so will depend on finding ways to attract and keep 
ambitious, well-qualified women in the workforce in more productive sectors of the 
economy and move them up the management ranks. There is a significant 
underrepresentation, for example, of highly educated women in professional, 
scientific, technical, manufacturing and construction industries (WGEA, 2014). 
Women can significantly contribute to the productivity challenge by training, joining 
and remaining in those underrepresented disciplines that have a major impact on 
increasing the nation’s productivity. According to Goldman Sachs (2009), beyond 
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alleviating labour market shortages, other economic benefits of closing the gender 
employment gap and boosting female productivity would also include addressing 
problems of pension sustainability, lifting household savings rates and tax receipts. 
 Recent studies suggest that project-based organisations could offer fresh 
opportunities for professional women, as the project management discipline is no 
longer based on technology and control, but is now showing a trend towards 
accepting the “softer side” of project management and the increasing acceptance of 
feminine or ‘soft skills’ required for success in complex projects (Chasserio & 
Legault, 2010; Debourse & Archibald, 2012; Stevenson & Starkweather, 2010; 
Lloyd-Walker & Walker, 2011). 
 
 However, in spite of these optimistic suggestions, Crawford, French and 
Lloyd-Walker (2013) argue that women experience their career opportunities in 
project industries differently from men, which can strongly affect their career 
progression.  However, little is known about how women experience their careers in 
project-based organisations and further understanding is needed (Crawford et al., 
2013; Watts, 2009). In addition, our understanding of the career progression 
strategies—defined as agendas for growth, performance and change (Mintzberg & 
Quinn, 1998)—that women utilise in these environments is limited and inconclusive, 
while at the same time these career strategies are believed to influence career 
advancement (Laud & Johnson, 2012). 
 
There is no shortage of research exploring the barriers to women’s 
progression to leadership; there is also a wealth of literature on strategies for 
improving gender diversity outcomes in organisations, as well as a growing number 
of well-intentioned CEOs and boards. Yet, for many women, challenges still exist for 
progression into senior roles within organisations. There is a myriad of common 
myths as well as documented reasons as to why this is the case (Committee for 
Economic Development of Australia (CEDA), 2013; The Australia and New Zealand 
School of Government’s Institute for Governance (ANZSIG), 2014). Some of the 
common arguments that are offered as principal explanations for the existence and 
persistence of female underrepresentation, and which are continually being 
reinforced by popular media, include the: merit argument, women deficit argument, 
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pipeline scarcity that time will heal argument, women are not as ambitious as men 
argument, and family conflicts argument. These arguments, discussed in detail in 
Chapter 2, continue to provide an excuse for complacency and the failure to change 
the system in many executive suites of Australian corporations.  
 Meanwhile, many years of research into women’s underrepresentation in 
leadership ranks offer alternative reasons, entrenched in structural aspects of 
organisational policies, programs and aspects of distribution of organisational power, 
as well as the cultural factors imbedded in institutional and individual mindsets. The 
cultural barriers to women’s progression to leadership are most insidious and 
difficult to identify and address. They include gender stereotypes, leadership 
stereotypes, unconscious bias, as well as gender-based factors contributing to the 
different career development paths for men and women. These are also discussed in 
detail in Chapter 2. 
 
1.2 Context 
 In Australia, a large and growing number of organisations in both the private 
and public sectors organise by projects to conduct their business, resulting in 
Australia being categorised as a project-based economy (Crawford et al., 2013; 
Lindgren & Packendorff, 2006). Over the past decade, project-based organisations 
have emerged as ideal organisational structures to deal with the fast changing 
business and economic environment, characterised by the increasing competition of 
globalised financial, product and supply, and labour markets among others, as well as 
rapidly changing technologies (Hatcher et al., 2013; Hobdey, 2000). With this 
growth, the concentration of the country’s workforce within project industries and 
the growing demand for skilled labour creates challenges for employment in terms of 
skill shortages (Crawford et al., 2013; Goldman Sachs, 2009; Hatcher et al., 2013). In 
addition, the skills gap widens even further in these industries as a result of the low 
participation of women (Chaaserio & Legault, 2010; Crawford et al., 2015). While 
representing a prominent share of the workforce (45.8%) in Australia, women make 
up low numbers in traditional project-based industry sectors that are predominantly 
male-dominated (WGEA, 2015). For instance, the Australian construction industry—
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representing the third largest contributor to the country’s Gross Value Added (GVA) 
at 8.5%, the third highest employing sector of the economy at 10% and fourth fastest 
growing economy at an average annual growth of 4.8% for the past two decades—is 
one of the industries with the lowest participation rate of women (The Australian 
Trade Commission, 2015; WGEA, 2014; 2015).  
 In traditional project-based industries, such as construction, women are not 
only underrepresented in executive manager roles they are also underrepresented in 
junior and mid-level positions. Women comprise only 15.4% of all employees in the 
construction industry, indicating a high degree of horizontal segregation. With only 
2.9% of CEOs and 11.7% of managers, representing high levels of women’s 
underrepresentation in the executive suite, there is also a high degree of vertical 
segregation (French & Strachan, 2015; WGEA, 2015). In addition, the construction 
industry has remained in the bottom three industries (out of 19 industries reported) 
for female directors since 2004 and in the bottom five for executives since 2002 
(WGEA, 2014). Moreover, the pay gap in the Australian construction industry is 
higher at 20.1% than the country’s average at 18.7% (Goldman Sachs, 2009; WGEA, 
2014).  
 Project-based organisations, for example construction and property 
development organisations, have ideal organisational structures to enable Australia’s 
international competitiveness. However, they are currently facing a labour 
productivity challenge and are therefore perfect candidates for significantly 
increasing the representation of women and strengthening the pipeline of female 
talent within each industry, therefore achieving substantive economic benefits from 
having women in leadership positions as well as long-term prosperity for Australia 
(McKinsey & Company, 2014). 
  What is not well understood is how the career progression of female project 
managers is affected by the characteristics of project-based organisations. This is 
important as the wave of organisations adopting a project management approach to 
conduct their business is quickly rising (Crawford, et al., 2013). Indeed, Lingren and 
Packendorff (2006) confirm that project management has become a common form of 
work organisation in all sectors of the economy. In support of this, Cicmil and 
Hodgson (2006) argue that project management continues to expand as the 
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organisational form of the future. Further, Crawford et al. (2015) suggest that 
Australia is becoming a project-based economy with the high concentration of 
employment within project-based industries. It is therefore important to understand 
how these different forms of organising affect women’s progression to leadership 
and how they in turn contribute to female underrepresentation in those organisations. 
 Some authors argue that the structure of project-based organisations creates 
challenges that hinder female progression (Acker, 1998; Evetts, 1992; Watts, 2009). 
Others demonstrate that the unique organisational culture in particular, defined by 
many authors as masculine, male-dominant and macho, has a significant influence on 
women’s career journeys and leadership paths (Gale & Cartwright, 1995; Lemons, 
2001; Watts, 2009). Factors such as cultural stereotypes and role incongruity bias are 
even more exaggerated in project-based organisations due to their strong power 
culture (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Watts, 2009). This culture exhibits itself in the form 
of a highly political, male-dominating and aggressive environment. Furthermore, the 
literature suggests that the ongoing reproduction and maintenance of masculine 
conceptions of work based on rationality, efficiency, control and devotion to work 
create a professional standard that represents significant challenges for women 
(Chasserio & Legault, 2010; Legault & Chasserio, 2012; Lingren & Packendorff, 
2006; Powell et al., 2006). In addition, the masculine logic embedded within the 
profession and exemplified in the Project Management Institute’s (PMI) PMBoK 
(Project Management Book of Knowledge) exerts a much stronger influence on the 
management styles in those organisations, creating challenges for women in 
sustaining legitimacy of their capabilities and therefore progressing to leadership 
roles (Buckle & Thomas, 2003; Thomas & Buckle-Henning, 2007). This study 
brings into focus how career challenges experienced by female project managers are 
affected by those and other characteristics of project-based organisations. 
 
1.3 Study purpose and methodology 
 The purpose of this study is to explore the career perspectives and 
experiences of female project managers in Australian project-based organisations. 
The overall aim of the study is to investigate the underrepresentation of women in 
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leadership positions in these organisations and to understand how women experience 
their careers in project-based work environments and culture and, in particular, what 
challenges they face and what attempts they make to resolve the challenges of 
progressing their careers.  
 
 The study focuses on women’s experiences of career progression in project-
based organisations and how these are affected by their unique structural and cultural 
characteristics that create gender-based barriers to woman’s advancement. Although 
there now exists extensive research on women’s experiences of working as managers 
in a variety of industries, “very little is known about female managers in 
construction” and other project-based organisations, such as the property 
development industry (Watts, 2009, p. 514). Further, the barriers that women face in 
progressing to leadership are well documented in the traditional management 
literature but there seems to be much less information about how women experience 
their career progression challenges in project-based organisations, prompting the 
need for further understanding of these issues (Crawford et al., 2013). Furthermore, 
according to Bredin and Söderlund (2013, p. 889), project management careers are 
still developing and “prior research has paid little attention to career development of 
project managers”. The following critical research questions in this study are 
formulated to address this first research gap: 
 
RQ1: What are the barriers female project managers experience due to the 
structural characteristics of their project-based working environments in 
Australia?  
 
RQ2: What are the barriers female project managers experience due to the 
cultural characteristics of their project-based working environments in 
Australia?  
 
 In addition, there is limited information available about the strategies that 
women employ to overcome career barriers in project-based organisations and “little 
attention has been paid to how individuals achieve upward hierarchical advancement 
and organise and formulate their tactics on their ascendancy” and “although there 
continues to be widespread interest in the study of personality and leadership, 
focused hierarchical career advancement studies are few and results have been 
inconclusive and often contested” (Laud & Johnson, 2012, p. 231). Further, Laud and 
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Johnson (2012) argue that most empirical studies to date have largely explored the 
“pre-hire predictors of career progression” and not the use of tactics utilised by 
managers in organisational settings, pointing to a need for future studies to address 
this gap (p.231). As such, the third research question in this study focuses 
specifically on exploring the nature of strategies that women use to improve their 
career progression opportunities:  
 
RQ3: What strategies do female project managers utilise to progress their 
careers in project-based organisations in Australia? 
 
 
 This study takes an exploratory approach to capture the perceptions of 
individual female project managers in project-based organisations and their 
experiences of career progression, the challenges encountered in that progression and 
the strategies used to overcome these challenges.  The research framework used for 
this study comes from the interpretive research approach that aims to develop a deep 
understanding of social life and how people construct meaning in natural settings 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994; Burrell & Morgan, 1979). In addition, because the 
strategies that women adopt to cope and manage career challenges cannot be 
understood unless the deeper meanings that they assign to them are understood, 
along with their feelings, assumptions, beliefs and values, this study used the 
research method of interviewing via face-to-face or phone, further supporting the 
chosen qualitative research approach (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). Women currently working as project managers in two project-
based industries—construction and property development —were interviewed. A 
total of 16 interviews were conducted during 2014. The interviews were recorded 
and the transcripts of the interviews were analysed and coded with the support of 
qualitative analysis software, NVivo, in order to identify themes that illuminated the 
barriers experienced and strategies used on the career paths of female project 
managers. The full details of the methodology are discussed in Chapter 3. 
 
1.4 Theoretical framework 
 Following the suggestion of Clerc and Kels (2013) and Evetts (1992, 2000), 
this study approaches the investigation of the career experiences and strategies of 
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female project managers by examining the cultural and structural dimensions of 
employing organisations, together with action dimensions of explanatory theories. 
Clerc and Kels suggest that opportunities for organisational career progression are 
closely connected to the structural dimensions of organisations, such as available 
career paths, career policies, development programs, promotion practices, internal 
job opportunities, role hierarchies and organisational structure, and have a big impact 
on career opportunities and politics. The authors also suggest that cultural 
dimensions such as company-specific management, leadership cultures and dominant 
mindsets contribute to career progression opportunities and constraints. They further 
posit that the action dimension allows focus on the strategies that female project 
managers employ to manage and influence their career progression (Clerc & Kels, 
2013). 
 
 In addition, Eagly’s (1987) conceptual framework of social role theory, 
together with Eagly and Karau’s (2002) role congruity theory, provide a gender lens 
to gain a gendered perspective for understanding structural and cultural influences on 
women’s experiences in project-based careers. According to social role theory, as a 
result of women being expected to perform domestic roles and men being expected 
to perform paid work roles, women and men actively develop different skills, 
behaviours and traits. Those are adopted by society into fundamental gender roles 
that define how men and women typically behave and should behave (Eagly, 1987). 
Those expectations create a negative impact on women in leadership roles, as their 
professional actions and behaviours don’t often align with other stereotypical 
expectations of their social roles and therefore they are often perceived as poor 
leaders; thus building the foundation of role congruity theory (Eagly & Karau, 2002). 
  
 This study explores how Eagly and Karau’s (2002) role incongruity theory 
provides insights into career challenges of female project managers across the 
organisational dimensions identified by Clerc and Kels (2013). All three 
organisational dimensions, including structural, cultural and action dimension within 
project-based organisations are investigated through the lens of the theory.  
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1.5 Research significance, scope and definitions 
 This study explores issues of career barriers faced by female project 
managers in Australian project-based organisations and contributes to the project 
literature and to practical knowledge by highlighting and providing insight into those 
barriers, as well as, the strategies used to advance to leadership roles in those 
organisations. A brief summary of those contributions is provided in the following 
sections. 
 
1.5.1. Contributions to the body of knowledge 
 Firstly, the results of this study will add to the body of knowledge about the 
barriers that women experience in their career progression in project-based 
organisations. Prior research has offered limited information about project 
management career development and how women experience their career 
progression challenges in project-based organisations (Bredin & Söderlund, 2013; 
Crawford et al., 2013). This study contributes to the expansion of the application of 
the social role and the role incongruity theories by exploring them in the new and 
unique context of Australian project-based organisations. The findings will further 
extend those theories by adding the lived experiences of the study participants, 
providing an additional perspective for an improved understanding of the issues 
associated with gender-based barriers to career progression. Using project-based 
organisations illuminates the components of these theories in project-based 
organisational practices and cultures. 
 Furthermore, there is a call for continued research to investigate how 
individuals achieve upward career advancement and what strategies they use during 
their ascendancy to leadership (Laud & Johnson, 2012). This study addresses this 
gap by investigating the types of strategies that women use and how they formulate 
them to overcome the progression barriers within the project-based organisational 
setting.  
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1.5.2 Contributions to practice 
 Beyond the theoretical importance of these findings the results, also have 
practical implications for project-based organisations, their leadership, Human 
Resource (HR) departments and industry-based professional associations. Australian 
project-based organisations in traditional industries are experiencing increasing skill 
shortages. As such, they are focusing their efforts to improve international 
competitiveness and are searching for effective gender diversity policies and 
programs. By researching gender bias within a project-based industry context, the 
problem is amplified to uncover the stereotypes and propose helpful pathways to 
work toward a resolution. Understanding how to recruit, engage and retain highly-
skilled women in the industry will increasingly be more important than ever.  
  
 The findings of this study provide an insight into the key structural and 
cultural factors shaping woman’s careers in project-based organisations and how 
those affect the experiences of women’s career progression and their needs related to 
organisational support of their career paths. Therefore, the findings may help 
organisations to gain insight into the specific areas of support women need to achieve 
career growth and offer insight into how project-based organisations can design more 
suitable organisational programs and policies with the purpose of growing their 
female project management skills pool and women’s careers. The study could also 
illuminate how professional development programs could be designed or improved 
and implemented to contribute to reducing gender bias within the project-based 
industry. 
 
1.6 Thesis outline  
Chapter 2 examines the literature concerning issues related to gender, 
leadership and project-based organisations. In particular, it examines theoretical 
explanations for gender issues leading to female underrepresentation in leadership 
roles, together with the nature of project-based organisations and their affect on the 
career progression of female project managers. Chapter 2 also identifies the research 
gaps and formulates the research questions. Chapter 3 outlines the research design 
and methodology, followed by the sampling approach and data analysis methods. 
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Chapters 4, 5 and 6 present the results of the study and are followed by the final 
chapter, Chapter 7, which presents a discussion of the findings and the conclusions 
including theoretical and practical implications. The limitations of the study and 
directions for future research are also discussed in Chapter 7. 
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review  
The purpose of this qualitative research study was to explore female project 
managers’ career perspectives and experiences in Australian project-based 
organisations. The overall aim was to understand how women in those organisations 
perceive their careers and experience progression in relation to the characteristics of 
project-based work environments and culture and, in particular, what challenges they 
face in advancing their careers to leadership roles and the strategies they use to 
resolve those challenges.  
This chapter discusses the relevant literature, industry publications and 
government publications related to gender, careers and leadership. The findings 
provide insight into the reasons for female underrepresentation in leadership roles in 
project-based organisations. 
 
2.1 Background 
In Australia, as in most countries around the world, women are in the 
minority when it comes to senior positions across most industry sectors (Ernst & 
Young, 2013; Lemons, 2001; McKinsey & Company, 2012; WGEA, 2014). It is well 
known that there are barriers to their career progression and there are a myriad of 
common arguments, as well as documented reasons, as to why this is the case 
(CEDA, 2013; ANZSIG, 2014). These arguments are offered as explanations for the 
existence and persistence of female underrepresentation, providing an excuse for 
complacency and the failure to change the system in many executive suites of 
Australian corporations (CEDA, 2013; ANZSIG, 2014). Meanwhile, many years of 
research into women’s underrepresentation in leadership have offered alternative 
reasons such as gender and leadership stereotyping, second-generation bias and 
gender differences in paths to leadership (Ely, Ibarra & Kolb, 2011; Ibarra, Ely & 
Kolb, 2013; Oakley, 2000). This reasoning is discussed later in this chapter.  
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2.1.1 Common arguments 
 There are a number of common arguments offered to explain female 
underrepresentation in leadership. However, reports by the Committee for Economic 
Development Australia (CEDA) (2013) and ANZSIG (2014) point out that some of 
these beliefs, including that there are very few qualified and suitable female 
candidates in the pipeline to senior management and that time is needed for women 
to progress up the career ranks before equal representation can be achieved, are 
based on little evidence and assumptions that need to be scrutinised and 
reconsidered. Other reasons put forward are that women are not as ambitious as men 
and that they don't have the necessary leadership qualities (Australian Human Rights 
Commission, 2011; ANZSIG, 2014). Each of these main arguments is detailed and 
analysed below. 
Argument 1—Lacking merit  
Reward and promotion based on merit has been offered as a reason for the 
lack of female representation in senior roles. Ibarra and Kessler (2013) and CEDA 
(2013), in its recent Women in Leadership report, suggest that the assumption that all 
workplaces use merit for reward and promotion—giving everyone a fair go—is a 
misconception and requires further analysis. CEDA further argues that “given the 
composition of the top ranks of Australian companies, it would seem that merit 
resides in a particularly narrow cohort of white, middle-aged men” (p 24). 
Considering that Australian women make up 60% of higher education graduates, 
have been in the workforce for decades and make up nearly half of all employees, 
there seems to be an inconsistency in the merit assumption. According to CEDA 
(2013), “the absence of sufficient business merit in one gender and not the other 
seems to be a myth”—one that senior management lack the motivation to examine or 
change (p.23). 
Argument 2— The pipeline scarcity that time will heal  
Another reason often attributed to the lack of women in leadership positions 
is the belief that there are not enough suitable female candidates in the pipeline for 
senior and executive roles. It was expected by some scholars, writing in the 1980s 
and 1990s, that individuals who were in the lower management positions long 
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enough would naturally progress into higher-level positions over time (Heilman, 
1984; Ragins, Townsend & Mattis, 1998). However, the statistics on women in the 
workforce suggest that this is not the case. As previously mentioned, women’s 
workforce participation has been increasing, more women have been staying in paid 
employment even after starting families, and more women are well educated. In the 
face of such data, it is difficult to maintain the argument of female scarcity. It 
appears instead to be an excuse to justify a failure to support, develop and promote 
women at the same rate as men (CEDA, 2013). According to the Women in 
Leadership report (CEDA, 2013), such failure to support women leads to a lack of 
development of core leadership skills and, as a result, many women are rejected as 
potential candidates for higher office without having had the opportunity to progress 
through the pipeline. Consequently, the gender gap in leadership ranks continues, not 
as an outcome of too few women but too few opportunities, promotions and role 
models (CEDA, 2013; Ibarra et al., 2013). When organisations finally recognise there 
is a gender parity issue a common reaction is often to expect that time will address 
the problem (CEDA, 2013; Sinclair, 2005); however, there is very little evidence to 
support this position, given the slow progression of women into leadership has not 
changed for decades (CEDA, 2013; Ibarra et al., 2013).  
Argument 3—The female deficit  
Another reason often quoted for the lack of women at the top of organisations 
is a lack of essential executive skills, regardless of their experience or qualifications 
(CEDA, 2013; Ely et al., 2011). Here too, however, women experience invisible 
barriers. For example, according to the 2011 study “What stops women from 
reaching the top? Confronting the tough issues” (Bain & Company, 2011), men in 
senior jobs thought men were twice as good as female executives at problem solving, 
indicating a perception of significant imbalance in what constitutes a fundamental 
criterion for management roles. Women in professional and management roles are 
often told that their negotiating skills are poor and that they lack confidence, problem 
solving skills and leadership presence (CEDA, 2013). Further, their style of 
operating is often regarded as lacking or ineffective and, in many cases, the 
alternative style that is highly masculine is suggested as a remedy (Lopez & Ensari, 
2014; Wittenberg-Cox & Maitland, 2009). This in turn continues to entrench rather 
than address the barriers women face by focusing on the person rather than the 
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system and culture of organisations which reinforce sexism, stereotypes and bias in 
the workplace (CEDA, 2013; Ibarra et al., 2013). On the contrary, research suggests 
that women possess the right attributes for the management ranks (Kanter, 1977; 
Kotter, 1996; Eagly et al., 2003; Wells, 2001). After decades of research on 
differences in the leadership behaviours of males and females, research has shown 
that few differences are reported between male and female managers’ behaviours or 
their effectiveness (Gardiner & Tiggemann, 1999; Miller & Karakowsky, 2005; 
Powell & Graves, 2003). The literature supports the notion that there are differences 
in perceptions of leadership (Kreitner & Kinicki, 2004; Powell & Graves, 2003). 
Women are less likely to be perceived as leaders because leadership is perceived in 
stereotypically masculine terms, in spite of evidence that there is the emergence of a 
more androgynous leadership style (Olsson, 2001; Powell & Graves, 2003) and, 
hence, the myth of a female deficit in leadership skills seems to be unfounded. 
Further, Sinclair (2005) explains that the problem of absence is better conceptualised 
as a problem of invisibility, “that is that women’s leadership has not been recognised 
as leadership within the largely male-constructed canon of leadership theory” (p 24). 
 
Argument 4—Women are not as ambitious as men  
McKinsey & Company in 2013 conducted a global survey with female and 
male executives on gender and workplace diversity and found that female executives 
are as ambitious as their male colleagues. Reaching top management positions over 
the course of their careers was a desire of 79% of mid- to high-level female 
executives, compared with 81% of men. At the senior executive level women more 
than men expressed their top-management ambitions. Further, the study found that 
women are also ready to do what it takes to achieve their ambitions. Nearly two-
thirds of both male and female executives admitted their willingness to sacrifice part 
of their personal lives to reach a top-management position. In addition, three-quarters 
of women said that they promote themselves and communicate their ambitions to 
direct supervisors and others at the top, with 45% of women stating that they 
proactively asked for promotions (McKinsey & Company, 2013). Further, the 
findings of Bain & Company’s research confirm these findings by stating that they 
found that “women aspire to become senior business leaders at almost the same rate 
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as men” (2013, p.3). Again, the argument proposing that women are not as ambitious 
as men has been found to be unjustified.  
 
Argument 5—Family conflicts  
An argument suggesting that family prevents women from having careers and 
that women must work full-time in order to remain on the leadership track (Eikhof, 
2012; Ernst & Young, 2013; North-Samardzic & Taksa, 2011) has also been offered. 
Whereas men who take career breaks for study, family reasons, travel or other 
personal reasons are seen as more valuable, women who take time off to have 
families are seen as giving up their careers (Ernst & Young, 2013). Further, women 
in senior roles returning to work from maternity leave are rarely offered family-
friendly hours, making returning to work for many an unviable option. Due to the 
lack of part-time or flexible job arrangements most women are forced to sacrifice 
promotional opportunities for family responsibilities. In addition, organisations place 
a lower value on the contribution of those working part-time or from home, assuming 
that those who don't work full-time are not “serious” about their careers (Eikhof, 
2012; Ernst & Young, 2013). Further, as suggested by Ernst & Young (2013), only a 
“small window of opportunity for promotion and advancement occurs”, often around 
the time when women are planning to start or expand their families; women get 
passed over for advancement opportunities during the prime years for leadership 
advancement (p.6).  
In summary, many arguments have been offered in the literature to explain 
the reasons leading to women’s underrepresentation in leadership ranks. It was 
important to examine these arguments to separate them from recent research findings 
that support the genuine causes for a lack of women in leadership. However, it is 
important to identify that those arguments, together with the research findings 
discussed next, still construct real barriers to career progression for women.  
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2.1.2 Theoretical explanations: gender and leadership stereotyping and 
unconscious bias 
 In contrast to the regularly cited arguments that are often unsupported, 
research offers an ongoing pattern of gender and leadership stereotyping and 
unconscious bias, perpetuating the inequality between women and men in the 
workplace and blocking women’s career advancement. This, in turn, causes an 
underrepresentation of women in organisational leadership (CEDA, 2013; Henderson 
& Stackman, 2010; Lemons, 2001; Oakley, 2000; Rudman et al., 2012).  
Gender stereotyping in the workplace 
Gender stereotyping sets different expectations in the behaviours of men and 
women in both social and work contexts (Bem, 2004; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Lips, 
2006). Catalyst (2002), Lopez and Ensari (2014) and Merrick (2002) suggest that 
gender stereotypes causing preconceived perceptions about women’s roles and 
abilities are the number one impediment to their career progression in organisations. 
Gender roles represent beliefs about the different behaviours appropriate for men and 
women (Eagly et al., 2000; Lopez & Ensari, 2014; Williams & Best, 1990; Wood & 
Eagly, 2010). Historically, traditional gender roles assigned ‘women the role of 
homemaker with communal attributes and men the role of income provider for the 
family with agentic attributes (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Lopez & Ensari, 2014; 
Marques, 2011). These expectations have changed little.  
 
There are a number of theorists who analysed the effects of gender roles 
(Eagly, 1987; Heilman, 2001; Heilman & Stopeck, 1985; Hoyt, 2010; Ridgeway, 
1991; Williams & Best, 1990). Eagly (1987) usefully explains the effect of gender 
roles on the perceptions of women by drawing on social role theory. According to 
this theory, as a result of women being expected to take on domestic roles and men 
being expected to take on paid work roles, women and men actively develop 
different skills, behaviours and traits. These skills, behaviours, and traits are then 
accepted by society as normative and internalised by individuals into fundamental 
gender roles, defining how men and women naturally behave and are expected to 
behave (Eagly, 1987). Importantly, the content of these gender roles is consistent 
with the social roles that men and women traditionally play, such that “women are 
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believed and expected to be communal, whereas men are believed and expected to be 
agentic” (Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Karau, 1991). Further, social role theory suggests 
that people also tend to behave consistently with their gender roles, living up to these 
expectations (Eagly & Karau, 1991). 
 
Leadership stereotypes 
 
As well as explaining gender stereotypes, social role theory suggests new 
ways to analyse leadership differences between men and women, suggesting that 
men and women who occupy the same role will not necessarily display the same 
behaviours (Eagly et al., 2003). Social role theory suggests that men and women 
have choices as to how they do their tasks, and that those choices are directed by 
gender roles and experiences unique to those individuals (Eagly et al., 2003). Thus, 
gender roles are expected to be stereotypical in nature (Eagly & Johannesen-
Schmidt, 2001; Eagly & Karau, 1991; Ridgeway, 2001; Lueptow et al., 2001). 
Stereotypes could lead to discrimination, as differences in the expectations toward 
gender-based roles could lead to prejudice toward current and future female leaders 
in work organisations (Eagly & Johnson, 1990; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Ibarra & 
Kessler, 2013). At the same time, the theory argues that “leaders are perceived 
simultaneously in terms of their sex and their organisational role” (Eagly et al., 1992, 
p. 127). Consequently, social role theory argues that when female leaders are 
evaluated they can be perceived somewhat less favourably than male leaders because 
their assigned gender role and leadership role do not match. 
 
Moreover, Eagly and Karau (2002) applied the social role theory further to 
explain actions and suggested the role congruity theory as an explanation for 
prejudice in leadership. Role congruity theory suggests that prejudice against female 
leaders results from the “perceived incongruity between the role requirements of a 
leader and the gender-role requirements of a woman” (Eagly & Karau, 2002, p.1). 
According to this theory, when developing expectations for the behaviour and 
performance of a male leader individuals combine the expectations of the leader role 
with those of the male gender role. In contrast, when evaluating female leaders, 
individuals combine expectations of the male leader role with those of the female 
gender role. This incongruity results in two forms of bias against female leaders: (a) 
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lower expectations for women’s potential for leadership because leadership ability is 
associated with being male; and (b) lower evaluations of a female leader’s actual 
behaviour, even when she fulfils the requirements of the leader role (Cabrera et al., 
2009; Eagly & Karau, 2002). Therefore, role congruity theory suggests that when the 
leader role is ‘male-typed’, female leaders will be subjected to lower performance 
expectations and lower evaluations than comparable male leaders and this notion is 
empirically well supported (Eagly & Karau, 2002). This theory provides a powerful 
and useful lens to understand the issues that are the focus of my study. 
 
Further, Cabrera et al. (2009) suggest that, due to the relationship between 
performance expectations and executive advancement, as long as performance 
expectations remain low for women in most industries, it is more difficult for women 
to make progress in penetrating the management ranks. Schein (1973) demonstrated 
that both male and female participants perceived successful managers as having 
characteristics more frequently associated with men than women.  However, 
Brenner, Tomkiewicz, and Schein (1989) found that male managers revealed a 
negative view of female managers, opposite to how women viewed female managers. 
In addition, Powell et al. (2002) found evidence indicating that the stereotype does 
not change over time. Studies by Broveman et al. (1972) and Heilman et al. (1989) 
found that when male managers were asked to characterise the leadership styles of 
both male and female managers they described female managers as less self-
confident, less analytical, less emotionally stable, less consistent, and possessing 
lesser leadership abilities than male managers. In addition, both studies also found 
that the managers regularly associated the more desirable managerial qualities with 
men and the less desirable managerial qualities with women. Stereotypically, men 
were seen as displaying positive competence-related attributes, while women were 
seen as showing the opposite, indicating that stereotypically feminine traits were 
associated with incompetence. It is not surprising, therefore, that some explanations 
for the lack of women in senior organisational ranks are attributed to these 
stereotypes associating femininity with incompetence. Oakley (2000) further suggest 
that those stereotypes often act at the level of the unconscious. The perception of 
female incompetence, leadership and communication style and even tone and pitch 
of voice (Jamieson, 1995), physical appearance (Heilman & Stopeck, 1985), and 
mode of dress (Larwood, 1991; Sheppard, 1989) have been found to stereotype 
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women, leading to barriers to advancement because they do not fit the male 
stereotype of leadership (Oakley, 2000).  
 
This often creates a double-bind issue for women where they cannot win no 
matter what they do (Ely et al., 2011; Ibarra et al., 2013; Oakley, 2000; 
Vanderbroeck, 2009). If women approach the problem of not fitting the male 
stereotype by emulating masculine images and being tough and authoritative (like 
men) to be taken seriously or downplay the feminine aspects of their image they can 
be perceived as inauthentic (Gardner et al., 1994) or as ‘bitches’ acting too 
aggressively (Oakley, 2000). On the other hand, when attempting to retain their 
‘feminine’ characteristics despite the stereotyping women are likely to be perceived 
as ineffective (Jamieson, 1995; Oakley, 2000; Vanderbroeck, 2009). Double-bind 
issues are challenging as they are often hidden behind second-generation and 
unconscious bias leading to challenges or barriers that women still face in the 
contemporary workplace (Guy, 2014; Ely et al., 2011). Yet challenges like speaking 
assertively but not too assertively, dressing “like a woman” but not dressing “too 
feminine” can only serve to provoke needless self-monitoring and self-
consciousness, draining energy away from the really important tasks at hand if 
women take the double-bind too seriously (Oakley, 2000, p.325). The double-bind 
challenge often drives women to develop behaviours that are feminine enough to 
refrain from challenging the stereotypes directly, but still men-like enough to 
maintain their credibility with their male colleagues and to be judged as real leaders 
(Sheppard, 1992; Sinclair, 2005). However, women who adopt this strategy are 
perceived to be blending in, and therefore miss the recognition necessary to be 
promoted up through the ranks, further perpetuating the problem. Moreover, the few 
women who do get promoted to higher ranks often end up being subject to more 
pressure, as they become “tokens at the top”, being very visible and very isolated 
from their male peer group and other women (Lopez & Ensari, 2014; Oakley, 2000). 
 
Even though the stereotypes do not accurately portray women’s capabilities 
or potential for success in executive leadership positions (Catalyst, 2005), the image 
of leadership remains primarily masculine in nature (Guy, 2014; Ely et al., 2011). 
This is despite research demonstrating that men and women display similar abilities 
and aptitudes when in high-level positions (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Oakley, 2000; 
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Schein, 2001; Sinclair, 2005).  
Second-generation gender bias  
 Second-generation gender bias has been offered as an explanation for female 
underrepresentation in organisations (Centre for Ethical Leadership, 2012; Ely et al., 
2011; Vanderbroeck, 2010).  Ibarra et al. (2013) suggest that second-generation bias 
is subtle and “embedded in stereotypes and organisational practices that can be hard 
to detect” while putting women at a disadvantage (p.64). Townsend (as cited in 
Weyer, 2007, p. 483) surveyed over 1,200 women in Fortune 1000 companies and 
came to the conclusion that “obstacles to women’s advancement are not intentional”. 
Similarly, Oakley (2000) proposed “it would not be surprising if a key explanation 
for the lack of female CEOs would be stereotypes … often acting at the level of the 
unconscious” (p. 326). Ross and Williams (as cited in Australian Institute of 
Management, 2012, p. 10) suggest that individuals develop an embedded 
unconscious belief and response system about the world around them through 
repeated experiences that influence their daily decision-making through a range of 
automated interpretations, including stereotypes. Within a work context, this bias has 
the potential to influence an organisation’s recruitment and promotion practices, 
access to informal social networks and mentors, in-group favouritism, directing 
females toward support and specialist roles rather than operations and line 
management, and organisational politics and sexism (Ibarra et al., 2013; Oakley, 
2000; Vinnicombe & Singh, 2003). 
 
Indeed, one of the most challenging barriers to women’s career advancement 
is identified as recruitment and promotion practices that are influenced by 
unconscious bias causing preferences for people similar to senior management 
(Ibarra & Kessler, 2013). The “similarity–attraction paradigm”, leading people to 
make positive evaluations and decisions about people whom they see as similar to 
themselves, explains this bias (Byrne & Neuman, 1992; Powell, 2012). Kanter (as 
cited in Powell, 2012, p. 122) characterises the results of such a preferences in 
management as “homosocial reproduction”, designed to minimise uncertainty by 
closing top management positions to people who are regarded as “different”. For 
these types of reasons, amongst others, women experience a hard time in entering the 
male-dominated levels of top management, which contributes to their continuing to 
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occupy only a small fraction of corporate positions with the highest power and 
authority (Powell, 2012). 
 
Equally, another strong barrier to women’s career progression is exclusion 
from informal networks (Ibarra & Kessler, 2013; Perrewe & Nelson, 2004). This 
exclusion has been explained by in-group favouritism, described by Bazerman 
(2006) as the tendency to favour members of groups one belongs to (in-group) over 
those they do not belong to (out-group). Decisions and influence often take place in 
those informal, rather than formal, organisational groups. These ‘good old boy 
networks’ are important sources of business contacts, career opportunities, social 
support, sponsorship and company information (Chugh & Sahgal, 2007; Oakley 
2000; Perrewe & Nelson, 2004; Van Der Boon, 2003). For men, these networks often 
provide opportunities for bonding and building mutual trust, and also serve to 
promote norms such as the exclusion of women from the network. Women are kept 
out of the old boy networks by the process of competency testing, where they are 
required to prove themselves over and over again (Ely et al., 2011; Oakley, 2000). 
 
Further, it is argued by some authors that the political deficiency 
demonstrated by women is likely to explain unconscious gender bias in promotion 
and advancement of women to the corporate ladder (Perrewe & Nelson, 2004). 
Women in particular need considerable political skills in order to manage the career 
barriers they face, such as glass ceilings, maternal walls, tokenism, exclusion from 
informal networks, and lack of developmental opportunities (Perrewe & Nelson, 
2004). Employment decisions such as personnel selection, performance evaluation, 
training opportunities and promotion are very political in nature (Perrewe & Nelson, 
2004). Thus, in order to succeed and be effective in organisations it has been 
proposed that people must possess political skill. According to Perrewe and Nelson’s 
analysis, men view politics as part of “the rules of the game” and use “informal 
systems built on the notions of loyalty, trading of favours and protection” to gain 
access to early information and to read political currents within the organisation 
(p.372). 
 Women, in contrast, “tend to rely on the formal organisational system for 
information and support”, view career success as linked with task accomplishment 
and expertise and believe that if their work is good enough, and they are competent 
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enough, they should be promoted in organisations; “women view politics as an 
impediment to goal accomplishment” (Perrewe & Nelson, 2004, p.372). 
 
This summary of some of the academic research and associated theories 
explaining the barriers to women’s career advancement confirms the ongoing pattern 
of gender stereotyping and gender bias. This sets the expectations that similar career 
barriers can be expected in the project-based organisations discussed in Chapters 4 
and 5.  
 
2.1.3 Gender differences in the path to leadership  
In addition to gender stereotyping, leadership stereotyping and second-
generation bias, the different paths to leadership between men and women also 
contribute to the fewer women in powerful positions in leadership (Chugh & Saghal, 
2007; Dainty & Lingard, 2006; Kyriakidou, 2012; Ryan & Haslem, 2005). Chugh 
and Saghal (2007) suggest that “career advancement is a function of both individual 
factors as well as organisation factors” (p.361). While the glass ceiling and 
stereotyping have been identified as the key organisational factors contributing to 
women’s underrepresentation at senior ranks, woman also need to identify their own 
career aspirations and work on developing successful careers.  
Catalyst (2000) and Chugh and Saghal (2007) claim that some women don't 
plan their careers and that this deficiency is one of the main impediments to women’s 
career advancement. Not only do some women fail to plan their careers, most women 
still have not learned how to plan and manage their careers effectively (Gallagher & 
Golant, 2001; Steinem, 1995).  
Steinem (1995) posits that women lack courage to plan their careers and their 
own fears of doubt limit them. Further, their careers mostly have not been designed 
taking constraints into account, but rather seem to happen more by default (Chugh & 
Saghal, 2007). The barriers women face within organisations require different career 
development approaches (Lyness & Thompson, 2000). Betz and Fitzgerald, and 
Fitzgerald and Crites (as cited in O’Neil, Hopkins, and Bilimoria, 2005, p. 727) 
argue that while women’s career development may not differ fundamentally from 
men’s, the career development for women is considerably more complicated due to 
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barriers imposed by gendered social contexts. To illustrate the differences in career 
development, Gallagher and Golant (2001) suggest that while men consistently 
position themselves with the end goal in mind women tend to focus too much of their 
efforts on the present.  
Dainty and Lingard (2006, p. 108) argue that women’s paths to leadership are 
more “influenced by their life state and family expectations” when compared to the 
paths taken by men. De Pass-Albers (2004) asserts that men also tend to follow a 
different advancement model. Men use a strong network of mentors and corporate 
sponsors to support their professional advancements (De Pass-Albers, 2004).  
Eagly and Carli (2007) refer to the multitude of barriers that women face on 
their way to leadership as a labyrinth that women have to navigate on their journey, 
indicating that the routes to the corporate suite are not direct (Eagly, 2008). Ryan, 
Haslam, and Postmes (2007) metaphorically suggest that males climb the corporate 
ladder via a ‘glass escalator’ illustrating the difference well.  
Further, O’Neil et al. (2005) in their review of career literature identified a 
number of issues that female managers are still struggling with in organisations. 
They argue that women’s career and personal lives are interrelated and women 
search for the best fit between successful personal and professional lives, while the 
reality is that most organisations continue to be structured around the traditional 
1950s framework. The organisational realities demand the separation of career and 
life, and families therefore continue to be a liability to women’s career, and 
organisations mainly reward upwardly mobile career paths (O’Neil et al., 2005).  
In summary, this background overview (section 2.1) has provided a detailed 
context for the existence and persistence of women’s underrepresentation in 
organisational leadership ranks. It discussed the common myths, theories and 
research findings behind the barriers that prevent women from organisational career 
advancement. Similar to gender stereotyping and gender bias, the observed 
differences in constructing women’s and men’s career paths create barriers to 
women’s advancement to leadership. This too sets the expectation that similar career 
barriers may be present in project-based careers. This is discussed in relation to the 
distinctive nature of project-based organisations in sections 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4. 
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2.2 Structural dimensions 
This section discusses the relevant literature, industry publications and 
government publications related to gender, career and leadership in project-based 
organisations, with the purpose of examining the unique nature of these organisations 
and their distinctive effects on the career progression of female managers.  
 
2.2.1 Nature of project work  
Project-based organisations are often described in the literature as different 
from traditional organisations, conducting their core operations in a series of projects 
as the fundamental sources of revenue and where people spend a large part of their 
time working in various types of temporary project arrangements (Bredin, 2008; 
Davies & Hobday, 2005; Gareis, 1990, 2005). At the same time, projects are likely to 
be embedded in more permanent structures, creating pressures for project managers 
who have to manage conflicting needs in relation to resources, processes, capabilities 
and requirements of temporary projects within a permanent organisational structure 
(Bredin, 2008; Sydow et al., 2004).  
Further, project-based organisations are often described as relying on project-
based management tactics, working with highly decentralised decision-making 
processes and employing a highly autonomous, temporary and versatile workforce 
(Chasserio & Legault, 2010; Child & McGrath, 2001; Chasserio & Legault, 2005). 
The temporary nature of the work creates an ambiguous work environment for 
project managers, forcing them to manage constantly changing project types, 
numbers, sizes and durations (Gareis, 2005; Sydow et al., 2004; Turner & Müller, 
2003). Further, such an environment is known to bring greater uncertainty for project 
managers who concurrently work across different projects, roles and managers 
(Huemann et al., 2007). These project-based characteristics are relevant in 
understanding the career challenges that female project managers experience and the 
career strategies they employ. This represents an opportunity for this study to further 
investigate how the temporary and transient work environment affects women’s 
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career choices and experiences. As the project-based work environment is so 
different from traditional organisations, it is reasonable to expect that the career 
perspectives and experiences of female project managers will also be different from 
women in traditional organisations. 
The role of a project manager is described as being complex and diverse. 
Some organisations perceive their project managers as administrative staff, 
responsible for executing the project management guidelines (Hölzle, 2010). Others 
treat them as managers with full strategy, disciplinary and budget authority 
(Chassario & Legault, 2010; Turner & Müller, 2003). At the same time, these roles 
have a unique set of challenges that are different from traditional managerial 
positions. They involve: temporary assignments, responsibilities exceeding authority, 
intensity and high pressure (Bredin & Söderlund, 2013), high work overload and a 
lack of full control (Lingren & Packendorff, 2009). This represents an opportunity 
for this study to understand how the unique requirements of a project manager’s role 
affect women’s work and career experiences and their career progression strategies. 
2.2.2 Project manager’s career development 
Further to the differences identified between the nature of project-based work 
and a project manager’s role in comparison to that of traditional management roles, 
project-based careers are also described differently. In particular, project-based 
careers are highly reliant on project managers forging their own career paths (Bredin 
& Söderlund, 2013; Hölzle, 2009). Bredin and Söderlund (2013) argue that project-
based careers are unique as they are based on: temporary assignments; requirements 
for a high level of mobility between projects, organisations and fields; uncertainty; 
and continuous deadline pressures. Shenhar and Dvir (2007) suggest that those 
challenges are further emphasised by a lack of development opportunities, training 
and status within organisations, which don’t allow project managers to progress their 
careers into leadership roles. In addition, Huemann (2000) and Huemann et al. 
(2007) argue that project managers’ career paths are neither well defined nor well 
understood and human resource support policies are not sufficient. Madter, Bower 
and Aritua (2012) support this argument, reporting that project management career 
development is a relatively new discipline, having had limited development in the 
area of career planning. This therefore represents an opportunity for this study to 
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investigate female project managers’ career development processes, obstacles and 
strategies, advancing the literature in this area.  
In addition, the study of Jones and DeFillippi (1996) highlighted that due to 
the transitory nature of projects, there was a necessity for project team members to be 
proactive in managing their own careers, as opposed to relying on their 
organisations. Crawford et al. (2013) suggest that organisations expect individuals to 
manage their own careers and development opportunities through seeking 
challenging roles and activities. Most project managers expect to progress their 
careers by developing leadership capabilities while participating in increasingly 
large, complex and challenging projects, and focusing on employability, 
development opportunities and self-reliance (Bredin & Söderlund, 2013; Debourse & 
Archibald, 2012; Müller & Turner, 2010). Bredin and Söderlund (2013) and Hölzle 
(2010) identify three to four key levels in the traditional project management career 
model, ranging from junior project manager, project manager, senior project 
manager, to project director. They note that each level requires a different set of 
skills, including soft skills.  
Leadership-related soft skills, as well as social and entrepreneurial skills, play 
a bigger role as career levels increase (Crawford et al., 2006; Hölzle, 2010; Walker & 
Lloyd-Walker, 2011; Stevenson & Starkweather, 2010). Walker and Lloyd-Walker 
(2011) investigated the attributes required by alliance project managers and leaders 
and found that soft skills such as communication, cooperation, collaboration, 
relationship building, interpersonal and networking skills are needed for project 
leadership success in the 21st century. The authors also supported the proposition 
made by Toor and Ofori (as cited in Walker & Lloyd-Walker, 2011, p. 385) that 
there is a need for a new project leadership style, described as “authentic leadership”. 
Consequently, the authors suggest that the traditional competencies expected of 
project managers and leaders are based on the research conducted in traditional, cost-
driven project environments and conclude that “a re-examination of the knowledge, 
skills and attributes which the project managers will require for success in the future” 
is warranted (Walker & Lloyd-Walker, 2011, p. 391). This study therefore presents 
an opportunity to contribute further insights into how the unique leadership approach 
based on soft skills that female project managers bring to project-based organisations 
can enhance the delivery of successful projects.   
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2.2.3 Leadership paths for project managers 
Further to the unique role, environment and career development opportunities 
experienced by project managers, the path to leadership is also different to that found 
in non-project-based organisations. Hölzle (2010) argues that in some project-based 
organisations, the project teams and project managers are only regarded as temporary 
organisational forms, to be resolved at the end of the project. In such organisations 
the project members have to cope with a permanent uncertainty with regards to their 
future roles in the employing organisation (Hölzle, 2010). As a result, many project 
managers treat their positions only as stepping stones, aspiring to often more 
traditional, higher-ranked positions within the permanent operations of the 
organisation (Hölzle, 2010; Parker & Skitmore, 2005; Pinto & Kharbanda, 1997). 
Debourse and Archibald (2012) interviewed 25 senior executives and 20 project 
managers from a number of different countries and found that the majority (90%) 
showed an aspiration to advance to the executive level, while only a small minority 
(10%) wanted to remain in project management roles. The majority (49%) also 
preferred to advance to the executive level through the project management 
hierarchy, while 34% indicated that they were prepared to progress through taking on 
a functional role if this would enhance their chances of promotion to an executive 
suite. Therefore, identifying parallel career path options for those who wish to 
progress to executive leadership roles would clearly support career planning for 
project managers and for organisations alike (Hölzle, 2010).  
However, according to Hölzle (2010), the move from a project or program 
director role to a board role has not yet been established in most organisations. Watts 
(2009), who studied career experiences of female civil engineers in the United 
Kingdom’s (UK) construction industry, found that international competitiveness in 
that industry led to the “rise of the non-technical corporate manager whose expertise 
has been grown on MBA [Master of Business Administration] programs and other 
management training courses”, making them highly competitive for senior project 
leadership roles. This ‘new breed’ of highly skilled manager, together with other 
management specialists (often accountants) without engineering training, compete 
with engineers and scientists for some of the most senior posts (Evetts, 1992; Watts, 
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2009). 
These findings identify important structural implications for women’s career 
experiences in project-based organisations and, in particular, for their ambitions and 
efforts to advance to the leadership ranks. This provides an opportunity for this study 
to investigate how female project managers experience their careers in project-based 
work environments and leads to the first critical research question: 
RQ1: What are the barriers female project managers experience due to the 
 structural characteristics of their project-based working environments in 
 Australia? 
 
2.3 Cultural dimensions 
 While much has been written in the general management literature about 
women’s careers in management and the persisting trend of challenges, a lot less is 
known about the nature of those challenges in project-based organisations.  
In an attempt to explain the low number of women in leadership roles in 
project-based organisations, Evetts (1992) and Watts (2009) drew attention to 
structural and cultural factors that combine to create an often challenging 
environment for women in these organisations. Watts (2009) argues that, while 
women’s experience of working in management has been studied extensively, the 
unique challenges faced by female managers in male-dominated organisations 
deserve further attention. Both Evetts and Watts highlight gender stereotypes, bias, 
sexual harassment, inflexible working arrangements and a strong reliance on long 
working hours, together with difficulties in implementing any external controls such 
as employment law, health and safety regulations and managerial authority, as the 
cause for those challenges. Further, role incongruity barriers (French et al., 2014, 
para. 10; Lemons, 2001; Watts, 2009), continuation of the masculinisation of project 
work (Lingren & Packendorff as cited in French et al., 2014) and the masculine logic 
embedded within the projects profession (Buckle & Thomas as cited in French et al., 
2014, para. 10) are also offered as additional factors leading to female 
underrepresentation in leadership in project-based organisations. This study has an 
opportunity to expand on these findings, by not only identifying additional barriers to 
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advancement but also by investigating how female project managers experience 
those barriers and challenges (Crawford et al., 2013), and what strategies they 
employ to overcome them—both having received little attention in project literature 
(Laud & Johnson, 2012). 
 
2.3.1 Masculine organisational culture and women’s fit  
Similarly, as in the traditional management literature, Gale and Cartwright 
(1995) raise the issue of biases in the organisational culture of project-based 
organisations as contributing factors to the underrepresentation of women in 
leadership. They argue that “although the surface structure of organisations has 
become more accepting of women, the deep structure of valued characteristics and 
behavioural style has remained dominated by male characteristics” (Gale & 
Cartwright, 1995, p. 5). They called the project-based profession and the industry 
cultures demonstrably masculine and macho. Harrison (1972) and Cartwright and 
Gale (1995) argue that masculine cultures are likely to be dominated by power 
relationships and are predominantly results-oriented, while feminine cultures, in 
contrast, are likely to be more concerned with interpersonal relationships and be 
process-oriented. Further, those different culture types promote and nurture different 
managerial styles. Power cultures, such as those in male-dominated project-based 
organisations, are characterised by command structures, highly politicised 
environments and operate on the axiom of “survival of the fittest” (Cartwright & 
Gale, 1995, p.13). While such organisations have been found to implement new 
workplace policies and programs aimed at accommodating women’s needs they 
often do so within the same masculine organisational culture characterised by male 
domination, crisis, aggression, conflict, gallant behaviour and traditional attitudes 
(Gale & Cartwright, 1995).   
Gale and Cartwright (1995) further argued that such an approach reinforces 
the uniqueness and difference of women compared to men and places the onus on 
women to ‘fit in’ and adjust to that culture and the environment of those 
organisations (p.5). Rather than organisations taking positive steps to remove the 
constraints placed on women they instead are more likely to encourage women to 
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develop their interpersonal skills, adopt a more assertive attitude or change their 
managerial style to enable them to overcome those constraints (Gale & Cartwright, 
1995). Furthermore, on the basis of Gale and Cartwright’s (1995) research into the 
construction industry, they note that women, just like men, see the project culture as 
masculine, are socialised into the construction culture through the education system 
and reject seeing themselves as “feminists”, aiming to appear to be “one of the boys” 
(p.5-7). However, as claimed by Watts (2009), female project managers experience 
challenges not faced by their male counterparts because of the dominant masculine 
management culture that privileges men and disadvantages women. 
 
2.3.2 Role incongruity and leadership bias 
The pressures placed on female managers observed in a construction industry 
context by Watts (2009) were described as complex and derived partly from the 
relation between stereotypes about managers and stereotypes about women and men, 
and partly from the fact that men were the primary occupants of management roles. 
This role and leadership bias, Watts stresses, places female managers at a 
disadvantage as a result of stereotypical associations about women, which are 
typically inconsistent with those about managers. Eagly and Karau (2002) argue that 
leadership has traditionally been portrayed primarily in masculine terms, and many 
theories of leadership have focused mainly on stereotypically masculine qualities of 
leaders. Further analysis of the relationship between gender roles and leadership 
roles suggests prejudice toward female leaders, consisting of two types of 
disadvantage: (a) the perception of women as possessing less leadership ability than 
men, and (b) the less favourable evaluation of female leadership behaviours when 
compared with male behaviours (Eagly & Karau, 2002). As a consequence, female 
managers see themselves, and are seen by others, as not fitting the leader stereotype 
within the corporate environment and therefore experience greater difficulty 
progressing their careers and exercising influence within those organisations when in 
leadership roles (Watts, 2009). Furthermore, according to Watts, women find 
themselves under continuous scrutiny, particularly in respect to demonstrating their 
credentials for the job and the balancing of work and non-work roles. Female 
managers, especially in male-dominated workplaces, are also “highly visible” and, as 
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a result, “this makes them vulnerable as targets of prejudice and hostile responses in 
facing the competing demands of their roles as women and as managers” (Watts, 
2009, p.527). 
 
2.3.3 Reproduction of masculine work practices 
In addition to the unique cultural factors that create strong barriers to 
women’s progression to leadership in project-based organisations, the unique 
management approach (deeply regulated by gendered patterns and bias and based on 
the masculine conception of work) has been proposed as an explanation for the low 
representation of women in projects (Chasserio & Legault, 2010; Legault & 
Chasserio, 2012). Lingren and Packendorff (2006) argue that project work practices 
reproduce masculinities such as rationality, efficiency, control, devotion to work and 
commitment to the profession of project management. While some authors and 
practitioners of project management have identified the importance of traditional 
femininities, such as teamwork, absence of hierarchies, collaboration and others, the 
reliance on the already established masculine tendencies, such as increased variation 
in work-load, short-sightedness, control of objects and goal rationality, have 
prevailed (Collinson & Hearn, 1996; Lingren & Packendorff, 2006). Schedules and 
budgets have always been tightly managed due to the effects of the ‘iron triangle’ of 
project management and, as a result, a total commitment is required from all project 
participants together with expectations for long working hours and a readiness to 
work even during weekends and at short notice if required (Legault & Chasserio, 
2012; Nandhakumar & Jones, 2001; Powell et al., 2006).  
According to Lingren and Packendorff (2006), many of those expressions of 
masculinisation have been justified in terms of project efficiency. The total 
commitment to the project is justified by the fact that it is only for a short period, 
even though the project teams regularly move straight on to new projects upon 
completion of previous projects. “Each project is managed as an episode in itself”, 
separate from its context, history and past and is “thereby constructed as a temporary 
exception where normal rules do not apply”; it is seen as “a state of emergency that 
must be handled by means of prompt and dedicated action” (Legault & Chasserio, 
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2010, p. 701). Similarly, Chasserio and Legault (2010, 2012) observed that project 
working conditions drive the widespread practice of long working hours and 
overtime. In working overtime managers demonstrate the sort of commitment and 
dedication they expect from their employees (Legault & Chasserio, 2003; Watts, 
2009). Employees are encouraged to work however long it takes and are expected to 
be available and flexible whenever it is requested (Legault & Chasserio, 2003). In 
addition, these extra hours are mostly unpaid or otherwise unrewarded but 
rationalised, justified and promoted by the rhetoric of professionalism as proof of 
commitment and dedication (Legault & Chasserio, 2010). 
Women are particularly affected by such demands for efficiency and 
commitment. Due to their family responsibilities, childcare needs and requirements 
for flexibility and lesser working hours, women are scored lower on commitment 
appraisals than men and, as a consequence, have lower visibility, fewer networking 
opportunities, and less exposure to a variety of challenges that are necessary for 
career advancement (Evetts, 1998; Gerson, & Jacobs, 2001; Legault & Chasserio, 
2003; Chasserio & Legault, 2010). Further, women’s career progression is threatened 
as they are viewed as ‘slackers’, lacking job dedication, reliability and 
professionalism (Legault & Chasserio, 2003; 2012; Chasserio & Legault, 2010; 
Lingren & Packendorff, 2006; Watts, 2009). Accordingly, they are unlikely to be 
chosen to take part in the most challenging projects or to lead major projects and 
therefore miss out on opportunities to acquire new skills and build their reputations, 
which are all essential for career advancement (Evetts, 1998; Legault & Chasserio, 
2003). As a result, women are seen as being unable to meet the ‘professional’ 
standards of project management, nor uphold a professional reputation (Legault & 
Chasserio, 2012). According to Legault and Chasserio (2010), in their study the 
“traditional gendered patterns continued to be reproduced” in the project work, 
where “the ideal worker still appeared to be a young man fully dedicated to his job”, 
while any “private life or family responsibilities appeared to be largely neglected in 
these workplaces” (p.705). Lingren and Packendorff (2006) assert that as long as 
people accept demands on cost and time efficiency in project work the 
masculinisation of project work practices will continue. 
These findings further identify important cultural implications for women’s 
career experiences in project-based organisations, in particular for their ambitions 
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and efforts to advance to leadership ranks. This presents another opportunity for this 
study to investigate how female project managers experience their careers in project-
based work environments, this time in light of cultural dimensions, leading to the 
second critical research question: 
RQ2: What are the barriers female project managers experience due to the 
 cultural characteristics of their project-based working environments in 
 Australia? 
 
2.4 Action dimensions 
Despite the previously mentioned career challenges and organisational 
cultural barriers that women generally face in progressing their careers, some women 
succeed in achieving leadership positions.  
However, Laud and Johnson (2012), who interviewed 187 leaders across a 
number of various organisations, argue that “little attention has been paid to how 
individuals achieve upward hierarchical advancement and organise and formulate 
their tactics on their ascendancy” and “although there continues to be widespread 
interest in the study of personality and leadership, focused hierarchical career 
advancement studies are few and results have been inconclusive and often contested” 
(p. 231). Further, they argue that most empirical studies to date have largely explored 
the “pre-hire predictors of career progression” and not the use of tactics utilised by 
managers in organisational settings, pointing to a need for future studies to address 
that gap (Laud & Johnson, 2012, p.231). 
 This section discusses the general literature related to the key strategies 
expected to be effective in achieving career success, including strategies such as 
education, networking, mentoring and political skills. Further, earlier studies suggest 
that women who are proactive in planning their careers, have a career path and 
actively manage their careers are more likely to succeed in their career growth and 
development (Gallagher & Golant, 2001; Williams, 2000). Further, Riley (2006) 
conducted a study that explored the various success strategies used by African 
American female executives in Fortune 500 companies and found that working 
harder than peers, attaining strong educational credentials and maintaining visibility 
were, amongst others, the key success strategies. Consistently over-performing and 
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perusing challenging and highly visible assignments were other success strategies 
identified by Brooks and Brooks (1999) and Catalyst (2001). 
 However, according to Bredin and Söderlund (2013), as suggested earlier, 
project management careers are still developing and “prior research has paid little 
attention to career development of project managers”, offering limited knowledge of 
career strategies used by female managers in project-based organisations (p. 889). 
This therefore offers an opportunity for this study to explore the particular strategies 
that female project managers adopt to overcome career barriers. 
Education and competency 
Some authors argue that women should include continuing education in their 
plans to advance their careers, especially if pursuing a career at the top of an 
organisation (Lemons & Parzinger, 2001; Melamed, 1996), others warn that while 
education is important it is not a sure ticket to advance in an organisation (Heilman, 
2001). Further, Burke and McKeen (as cited in Chugh & Sahgal, 2008, p. 359) 
suggest that women who seek additional training in their careers are seen as more 
organisationally committed, have higher levels of job satisfaction and involvement, 
and enjoy higher career prospects. In addition, Wentling, Catalyst and Hennig and 
Jardim (as cited in Chugh & Sahgal, 2008, p. 359) claim that factors that affect 
women’s success in organisational careers include, among others, educational 
credentials, demonstrating competence on the job, consistently exceeding 
performance expectations and having future career goals. 
Networking as a strategy for career advancement 
Equally, networking is proposed to be a successful career strategy for 
leadership advancement. Forret and Dougherty (2004) define networking as 
individuals' attempts to develop and maintain relationships with others who have the 
potential to assist them in their work or career. Brooks and Brooks (1999) suggest 
that participating in networks can help achieve career advancement sooner, and Laud 
and Johnson (2012) found in their research of men and women that networking helps 
to secure senior career sponsors, enabling male participants to secure key leadership 
roles in spite of only possessing minimal experience. 
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For women in particular, Forret and Dougherty (2004) suggest that 
networking provides a medium for managing an efficient career strategy, helps in 
building relationships with others and become more visible to organisational leaders, 
all of which enhance women’s promotion to management positions. Similarly, the 
research by Bierema (2005) suggests that networks are essential elements in 
navigating an upwardly mobile career, especially for women who work in male-
dominant environments: “Joining a formal network has been stressed as vital in 
helping women navigate traditionally patriarchal environments” (Bierema, 2005, p. 
209). Further, some studies suggest that women are prevented from reaching top 
positions if they do not network inside and outside their organisations (Wirth, 2000; 
Catalyst, 2000).  
Mentors as a strategy for career progression 
 Similar to networking, having mentors is considered a key strategy for career 
progression for both women and men (Brooks & Brooks, 1999; Cormier, 2007; De 
Pass-Albers, 2004; Mooney, 2005; Nettles & Millett, 2006; Smith, 2005; Turban & 
Dougherty, 1994). Having a mentor was ranked as a second major success factor in 
career progression of surveyed corporate leaders (Catalyst, 2000). Many scholars 
confirm that having a mentor is a key success factor for women in particular, who 
need positive and active mentors to support them in their career advancement 
(Brooks & Brooks, 1999; De Pass-Albers, 2004; Indvik, 2004). This strategy allows 
women to obtain vital information, visibility, personal contacts and support for 
performing effectively and obtaining higher level positions. In many cases mentors 
have been proven to be a lot more important to women’s careers than hard work and 
talent (Catalyst, 1998), as they provided support and advise on how to handle 
different work situations (Mooney, 2005; Wellington & Spence, 2001). Another 
important reason for having mentors is their ability to open doors for women and 
give them opportunities to work on projects with high visibility and profile (Smith, 
2005). Ragins (1989) posits that women who are mentored by men tend to view the 
relationship as improving their recognition or stature among colleagues and 
protecting them from overt and covert discrimination in the organisation. He 
suggests that having a mentor is essential for an achieving an upwardly mobile 
career. Mentoring also plays an even more critical role for women who aim to 
compete in male-dominated environments by being a tool to help ‘level the playing 
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field’ (Giddis, 2003; Smith, 2005).  
Building political skills 
 
Further, mentoring is used as a strategy to build political skills. Perrewe and 
Nelson (2004) argue that developing political skills increases managerial and 
organisational effectiveness by placing an individual at “the right place at the right 
time” to capitalise on opportunities (p.368). Mainiero (as cited in Perrewe & Nelson, 
2004, p. 368) argues that “political skill was a necessary, even vital, aspect of 
women’s career advancement—that breaking the glass ceiling without shattering 
hopes for a promising executive career requires delicate political skill”. Accordingly, 
for women to be successful in organisations they need political skill to have access to 
inside information that “will help them position themselves to have the opportunity 
to leverage their social capital for career advancement” (Perrewe & Nelson, 2004, p. 
368). 
 
In summary, the literature provides a number of suggested career strategies 
for women to use to successfully advance to leadership roles. These strategies have 
the potential to challenge some of the stereotyping and gender biases encountered by 
women in career advancement and may be useful in addressing the career barriers 
experienced by women. However, as indicated by Laud and Johnson (2012) and 
Bredin and Söderlund (2013) there is limited understanding of career strategies by 
gender and industry, creating a gap in the literature—particularly project literature—
that presents an opportunity for further research. The opportunity for this study is to 
investigate what career strategies female project managers employ to overcome the 
structural and cultural barriers they experience when advancing to leadership roles, 
therefore leading to the third critical research question: 
RQ3: What strategies do female project managers utilise to progress their 
 careers in project-based organisations in Australia? 
 
2.5 Chapter summary 
 This chapter presented a review of the literature related to gender, 
careers, leadership and project-based organisations. It focused on gender issues 
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leading to female underrepresentation in senior roles in project-based organisations, 
investigating the unique nature and characteristics of those organisations and their 
effects on the career progression of female project managers. 
Common arguments, theories and empirical findings related to the reasons for 
female underrepresentation in leadership were examined, providing a background 
and allowing a comparison between project-based and traditional organisations. The 
traditional management literature revealed many potential barriers to leadership for 
women, including gender stereotypes explained by social role theory, the 
unconscious bias explained by role incongruity theory, as well as the gender-based 
factors contributing to the different career development and paths for men and 
women. The literature also provided highly recommended strategies that women can 
utilise to increase their opportunity for leadership roles, including education to 
enhance competency, networking and having mentors for better visibility and access 
to opportunities, as well as building political skills. 
The chapter also explored the nature and characteristics of project-based 
organisations through a review of the project literature, informing how project work 
environments compare to traditional organisations and whether there are any 
differences in factors affecting the career and leadership paths of women. The 
literature suggests that project-based organisations are distinct from traditional 
organisations in their organisational structure and work culture. While the structure 
of project-based organisations creates challenges that hinder female progression, 
their unique culture, in particular defined by many authors as masculine, male-
dominant and macho, has a significant influence on the career experience and the 
paths to leadership for female project managers. Factors such as gender stereotypes 
and leadership bias are even more exaggerated in project-based organisations due to 
their strong power culture. This culture exhibits itself in the form of a highly 
political, male-dominant and aggressive environment. Such a setting amplifies male 
culture, highlighting the differences between men and women and placing an onus on 
women to ‘fit in’, making it harder for them to assimilate to and succeed in that 
culture.  
Furthermore, the literature suggests that the ongoing reproduction and 
maintenance of masculine conceptions of work based on rationality, efficiency, 
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control and devotion to work create unique challenges for women. Women who, due 
to family responsibilities, cannot succumb to total commitment to their work, long 
hours, a readiness to work on weekends and make themselves available at short 
notice, are seen as being unable to meet the professional standard. This has led to less 
recognition and opportunities and a much harder path to leadership.  
Gaps to be explored 
 
While the barriers that women face in progressing into leadership are well 
documented in the traditional management literature, there seems to be much less 
information about how women experience their career opportunities and challenges 
in project-based organisations. As suggested by Crawford et al. (2013), there is a 
gender difference in the project-based career experiences of men and women and 
further understanding of these issues is needed, presenting an opportunity for this 
study to address these knowledge gaps. 
In addition, there is limited information about the strategies that women 
employ to overcome career barriers in project-based organisations, as “little attention 
has been paid to how individuals achieve upward hierarchical advancement and 
organise and formulate their tactics on their ascendancy” (Laud & Johnson, 2012, p. 
231). Most empirical studies to date have not explored the use of actual tactics 
utilised by managers in organisation settings, pointing to a need for future studies 
(Laud & Johnson, 2012). Bredin and Söderlund (2013) argue that project 
management careers are still developing and “prior research has paid little attention 
to career development of project managers”, also pointing to a related gap in 
knowledge in the project literature, also presenting an opportunity for this study (p. 
889). 
The arguments, as described above, provide a context for this study into 
experiences of female project managers and their career progression, together with 
the challenges they face and the career progression strategies they utilise in the 
current environment of project-based work. Further, by considering women’s own 
perceptions and experiences of their career advancement, this study considers how 
female project managers perceive the underlying cultural processes that affect their 
experiences and career trajectories.  
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The next chapter outlines in detail the design and methodology of this study. 
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Chapter 3:  Research Design 
This chapter describes the design adopted by this study to achieve the aims and 
objectives stated in Chapter 1. The first section (3.1) details the design and methods 
used in the study.  The second section (3.2) details the data collection methods and 
the data analysis approach and provides an outline of the pilot study and the 
researcher’s role. This is followed by an overview of the data coding and analysis 
approach (section 3.3). Next, quality and trustworthiness of the study are discussed in 
section 3.4, followed by the ethical considerations in section 3.5. Finally, the last 
section (3.6) provides a summary of the chapter. 
 
3.1 Design Components 
The research framework used for this qualitative study comes from the 
interpretive research approach, which aims to develop a deeper understanding of 
social life and to discover how people construct meaning in natural settings (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994; Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Interpretive research provides a means 
to gain a deep insight into “the complex world of lived experience from the point of 
view of those who live it” (Schwandt, 1994, p. 118). It assumes that reality is socially 
constructed and the researcher becomes the vehicle by which this reality is revealed 
(Cavana, Delahaye, & Sekaran, 2001; Walsham, 1995a, 1995b). The interpretive 
approach differs from other qualitative study traditions as it recognises that people 
experience their physical and social reality in different ways (Cavana, Delahaye & 
Sekaran, 2001). The emphasis of the interpretive approach is therefore on 
understanding how individuals construct their social reality (Esterberg, 2002). 
Further, according to Klein and Myers (1999), the foundation assumption for 
interpretive research is “that knowledge of reality is gained, or at least filtered, 
through social constructions, such as language, consciousness and shared meanings” 
(p.69). With the purpose of this study being to explore and understand how women 
in project-based organisations experience their careers, the application of the 
interpretive research approach offered the best way to fully explore this under-
researched area (Bredin & Söderlund, 2013; Crawford et al., 2013; Laud & Johnson, 
2012). Further, while many features of the interpretive research approach are 
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common to other qualitative research traditions, the difference of the interpretive 
framework lies in its approach to data analysis, which occurs through the deeper 
understanding and interpretation of meaning of participants’ responses:  
“Interpretivist Research presents a rich and complex description of how people think, 
react and feel under certain contextually specific situations” (Cavana, Delahaye, & 
Sekaran 2001, p.9).  In addition, it is also about the effect of the researcher, including 
an acknowledgement of the researcher's role and influence on the data interpretation 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). In this study—focused on the work and careers of 
women in a new and growing area of complex projects in predominately male-
dominated industries, and where the researcher is a woman and a new researcher —
interpretivism provides a means to explore and gain a deep understanding of the 
socially-constructed reality of the respondents and the researcher.   
The unit of analysis for this study is individual women working as project 
managers within two male-dominated industries: construction and property 
development. The setting is non-contrived and will be within the field.  This is a 
cross-sectional study that allows a one-off opportunity to work with the project 
managers and the extent of the research interference will be minimal in studying the 
events as they are discussed and reconstructed by the respondents.   
 
3.1.1 Methods  
The research problem in this study calls for an interviewing research method 
that enables the exploration of career perspectives and career experiences of female 
project managers in project-based organisations. Trauth (2001) argues that the nature 
of the research problem should be the most significant selection criteria for the 
research methodology, stating “what one wants to learn determines how one should 
go about learning it” (p.4). Therefore, considering the research problem in this study, 
interviewing was identified as the most suitable research method. A mix of open-
ended and closed-ended (mainly for demographic questions) interview questions was 
used to uncover common themes in the information provided. 
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3.1.2 Sample population 
 Participants of this study are female project managers from the male-
dominated construction and property development industries. They were recruited 
through relevant professional organisations, including the Property Council of 
Australia (PCA), Urban Development Institute of Australia (UDIA) and National 
Association of Women in Construction (NAWIC). In order to participate in this 
study the participants selected were required to meet the following criteria:  
(a) Be female managers working in the construction or property development 
industries with at least five years of industry experience. 
(b) Hold or have recently held one of the following middle- to senior-level project 
management positions:  
 Project or Development Manager 
 Senior Project or Development Manager 
 Project or Program Director 
 Divisional Director or General Manager 
 
 As suggested by Bredin and Söderlund (2013), who studied organisations 
operating in different types of industries and across different types and sizes of 
projects, while the titles for the same roles vary the career levels in project 
management across different organisations are similar. As these authors have 
identified, most career models in project management consist of three to four 
different levels, ranging from Junior/Assistant Project Manager, through to Project 
Manager, Senior Project Manager and to Program/Project Director. Bredin and 
Söderlund (2013) further suggested that those career models are typically based on 
the general guidelines offered by the International Project Management Association 
(IPMA) or the Project Management Institute (PMI). 
 The participants were selected from the above-mentioned middle- to senior-
level roles with the expectation that they would hold different perspectives due to 
different role levels relative to the research questions. Therefore, a balance of 
participants was sought amongst these career levels, resulting in a relatively even 
participation of respondents from each of the selected levels. Table 1 outlines the 
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different roles held by the participants and the number of years of industry 
experience each had. 
 
Table 3.1  
Participants’ roles and industry details 
 
Participant Industry Position Length of time in the 
industry 
Participant 1P Property Division Director 15–20 years 
Participant 2C Construction Project Manager 15–20 years 
Participant 3P Property Senior Project Manager Over 20 years 
Participant 4P Property Project Director Over 20 years 
Participant 5C Construction Senior Project Manager 15–20 years 
Participant 6P Property Senior Project Manager Over 20 years 
Participant 7C Construction Divisional Director 10–15 years 
Participant 8C Construction Project Manager 5–10 years 
Participant 9C Construction Project Manager 10–15 years 
Participant 10P Property General Manager 5–10 years 
Participant 11C Construction National Director Over 20 years 
Participant 12C Construction Project Manager 10–15 years 
Participant 13C Construction Project Manager 10–15 years 
Participant 14P Property Project Manager 10–15 years 
Participant 15C Construction Project Manager 15–20 years 
Participant 16C Construction Project Manager 15–20 years 
 
 
3.1.3 Sample Size 
 A total of 16 interviews were conducted in this study. While there are no 
absolute rules specifying the size of a sample for interviewing, for the purpose of this 
in-depth study, a sample of 16 interviews was deemed sufficient. This number is 
supported by a number of researchers (Chadwick, Bahr, & Albrecht, 1984, Creswell, 
2002; Moustakas, 1994). While Morse (1994) recommends at least six participants in 
a qualitative study, Creswell (1998) recommends between five and twenty-five 
participants. However, McMillan and Schumacher (2006) posit that the sampling 
process in qualitative studies is dynamic and ad hoc and there are no statistical rules 
to decide on sample size but there are only guiding principles. Patten (2004) 
recommends a smaller sample as being most suitable, while Robson (2002) suggests 
that a researcher should keep collecting data until saturation is reached and when 
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collecting more data is no longer adding any new information. More recently, Guest, 
Bunce and Johnson (2006) suggested that 12 interviews should suffice based on 
achieving saturation in their qualitative study at this point. Sixteen interviews were 
deemed sufficient in the current study, as at that point, data saturation was achieved, 
providing satisfactory richness of the information. Detailed demographics of study 
participants are provided in Appendix A and individual participants’ descriptions are 
provided in Appendix B. 
 
3.1.4 Sampling Strategy 
 The purposive sampling technique allows the researcher to uncover rich 
information about core issues from a smaller sample, particularly when it is critical 
for the study to gain access to a specific subset of the population to collect and 
analyse relevant data (Isaac & Michael, 1995).  The intent of using purposive 
sampling was to capture diverse viewpoints and the individuality of participants to 
discover significant patterns across individual experiences, as supported by Neuman 
(2003) who wrote that purposive sampling is less about generalising to a broader 
population and more about gaining a more in-depth understanding of the 
phenomenon. In addition, the purposeful sampling delivered respondents that were 
‘information rich’ (Creswell, 2002). Rich information from the participants 
supported the objective of identifying and understanding how women in Australian 
project-based organisations in construction and property development companies 
experience their career progression. In support of purposive sampling, a snowballing 
technique was also used to recruit additional participants who shared the required 
characteristics of the initial purposeful sample but had not responded to the 
announcements by any of the professional organisations. In this technique, original 
participants recruited through purposive sampling were asked to recommend suitable 
colleagues (Creswell, 2006). Further, participant connections through the LinkedIn 
social network were used to recruit four of the remaining participants.  
 
 A formal letter was e-mailed to participants requesting their contact 
information and outlining the next steps. Following this, participants were issued a 
Consent Form to complete. Emails and phone calls were used to establish rapport, 
confirm necessary qualifications required to participate in the study and to answer 
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any questions participants posed regarding the study. Generalisation to a population 
from this small sample was not pursued, as the intent was to understand the deeper 
structure of the phenomenon and not aim for generalisation to the wider population 
(Rowlands, 2005). 
 
3.1.5 Setting 
 Each interview was scheduled at least two weeks in advance to ensure 
participant availability. Changes in the participants’ schedules resulted in re-
scheduling interviews to accommodate them. Interview reminders were e-mailed to 
participants 24 hours prior to the scheduled interview to avoid cancellations. Each 
participant was provided with the researcher’s contact details to allow for the 
interview to be rescheduled if required or if the participant wished to contact the 
researcher for any other reason. During the initial interview scheduling any questions 
were addressed together with any issues and concerns that participants had in relation 
to their participation, confidentiality and time constraints. Addressing the questions 
prior to the interviews helped establish confidence and a comfortable relationship 
between the researcher and the participants, while clarifying any questions related to 
the research study (Cooper & Schindler, 2003). The interviews were either conducted 
face-to-face or by phone and took approximately 45-90 minutes, taking place within 
a neutral setting as requested by the participant. Settings included participants’ work 
premises and coffee shops where appropriate. Telephone interviews were scheduled 
at the convenience of the respondents. All interviews were conducted over the course 
of six weeks in April and May 2014. The interviews were conducted while ensuring 
participants’ privacy.  
 
3.2 Data collection 
 
3.2.1 Instrumentation 
 The interviews were administered using a semi-structured Interview Guide 
developed through the literature review (see Appendix C). The semi-structured 
approach allowed for flexibility for the participants to elaborate on their answers, 
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hence providing valuable evidence that might otherwise have been missed if a more 
structured approach had been used. These semi-structured interviews allowed the 
researcher to also inject additional probe questions, aimed to ensure that the essence 
of the participants’ lived experiences was captured. The Interview Guide was utilised 
as an instrument to support the semi-structured interviews and focused on engaging 
the participants to talk about their career experiences in project management. The 
Interview Guide was the principal data collection tool employed to capture the 
specific responses pertaining to the personal and professional experiences of the 
study participants. Following Clerc and Kels (2013) and Davies and Mathieu (2005), 
the ‘corner of the eye’ approach was used in the Interview Guide when designing 
gender-related questions. Instead of asking direct questions about participants’ 
experiences of gender-related challenges affecting their careers it was determined to 
talk about other organisational issues, such as their career journeys, leadership styles, 
career support programs and initiatives supporting women’s career progression in 
their organisations. Using this ‘lateral’ investigation approach the researcher was 
able to present some “qualitatively significant evidence” related to gendered barriers 
in career progression in project-based organisations (Clerc & Kels, 2013, p 200). The 
same Interview Guide was utilised for each interview. Of the 16 interviews, five 
were completed by telephone and 11 were completed face-to-face.  
 
3.2.2 Pilot study 
The Interview Guide was reviewed and revisions made through a pilot study 
with three participants. Such an approach is recommended by Cooper and Schindler 
(2003) as a means to strengthen the reliability of the collection instrument. The pilot 
interviews were conducted—in the same manner that the research study was 
conducted—through face-to-face or telephone interviews. The process provided an 
opportunity to refine the interview questions by eliminating unnecessary questions 
and revising the question order. Conducting a pilot study helped to achieve reliability 
by detecting weaknesses and making required change to the research design as well 
as the Interview Guide (Cooper & Schindler, 2003). 
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3.2.3 Researcher’s role 
In qualitative studies, the researcher is considered to be the human instrument 
during data collection (Hoepfl, 1997; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Interpretive research 
“acknowledges the intimate relationship between the researcher, what is being 
explored, and the situational constraints shaping that process” (Rowlands, 2005, 
p.81). Recognising this importance and following Hoepfl's (1997) suggestion that 
disclosure of the researcher’s role is important in regard to any important topic 
information and is relevant to trustworthiness of the research, I provided information 
about my background and motivation to conduct this research study. As I had held 
management roles in several construction and development organisations over a 12-
year period, I was experienced in the characteristics of project-based organisations, 
their working environment and their culture. This experience, together with the 
phenomenon of limited representation of women in project management roles and in 
general in senior management roles in those organisations, ignited my interest in this 
topic. I was aware of the possibility that my experience might influence my 
perceptions and took steps to mitigate any risk of researcher bias by using other 
experts (my research Supervisors) to review the Interview Guide. I further validated 
the Guide by conducting a pilot study.  I also managed any potential conflicts of 
interest or risk of bias in this study by not recruiting any participants previously 
known to me. Further, my experience in employment interviewing helped ensure 
objectivity and in keeping a neutral demeanour during the interviews. Taking notes 
during the data collection and data analysis process to separate personal ideas and 
insights from the collected data, together with data triangulation from multiple 
sources of relevant literature, helped to reduce any potential bias in the data 
collection and analysis. 
  
3.3 Data Coding and Analysis  
As suggested by Marshall and Rossman (2011), the analysis of the data in 
this study involved seven phases: (1) organising the data, (2) immersion in the data, 
(3) generating categories and themes, (4) coding the data, (5) memoing, (6) searching 
for alternative understanding and (7) writing the report. 
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In first step the data were organised by entering all individual transcripts into 
the qualitative analysis software NVivo. The dates and times were also logged 
together with the locations and the persons with whom the data was gathered. The 
names of respondents and the names of their employing organisations were changed 
for privacy. 
 
In the second phase, with the purpose of data immersion and developing a 
thorough understanding of the data, each interview transcript was reviewed by 
reading the transcripts and by listening to the interview tapes (Esterberg, 2002).  
 
Further, the analysis was structured around the theoretical framework of 
Evetts' (1992, 2000) structural, cultural and action career dimensions together with 
the research questions. The theoretical framework and the research questions 
provided a provisional ‘start list’ of categories and themes used as a coding scheme 
to commence the coding of the transcripts (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Miles and 
Huberman (1994) posit that creating a start list of codes is helpful as it forces the 
researcher to tie the research questions and the conceptual framework directly to the 
data. The framework was used as a guide to help make sense of what occurred in the 
field, ensuring that “important issues were not overlooked” and providing a set of 
“provisional constructs to be investigated” and guiding the interpretation of the 
findings (Rowlands, 2005, p.87). 
 
The coding scheme was applied to code the data in NVivo in the fourth phase 
of the analysis. According to Creswell (2002), computer software programs like 
NVivo can simplify the coding and data analysis process. During the coding process 
additional codes were created as new concepts emerged, some existing codes were 
refined, amalgamated or abandoned. Further, pattern coding was used (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994) to understand the patterns amongst the identified codes and to 
identify themes.  For example, in this study, when seeking patterns relevant codes 
with commonalities were grouped together, reducing large amounts of data into a 
smaller number of analytic constructs, helping to create a coding structure. 
 
Memoing was used during coding with the purpose of writing-up ideas and 
thoughts about codes and their relationships (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Memos 
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were also written about observations of any intriguing findings in the data, any 
surprising contradictions and any new ideas. This represented the fifth phase of 
analysis. 
In the sixth phase of analysis, searching for alternative understanding was 
activated as coding was progressing and categories and themes were being 
constructed. This was achieved by reviewing the viability of the emergent themes 
and explanations, by comparing them against the literature and the theoretical 
framework and by looking for confirmations, variations or contradictions. Such 
activities were named “analytic induction” and “constant comparative analysis” by 
Marshall and Rossman (2011, p.220). 
In total, 64 codes were created within four major categories that emerged 
from the analysis of the entire data collection (see Appendix D). Finally, in the 
seventh phase, the findings were interpreted and are detailed in Chapters 4, 5 and 6.  
The study data were triangulated using multiple methods, including 
examining all response data and identifying literature sources to validate the 
responses and leveraging the input of research supervisors as objective auditors of 
the research themes and findings. This process of triangulation improved the 
accuracy of the study by validating the results against other research reported in the 
literature and with external subject matter experts (Creswell, 2002). 
 
3.4 Quality and trustworthiness of the study 
As qualitative research methods do not offer the same types of control in 
design or statistical checks in relation to reliability and validity as quantitative 
research does, this qualitative study used four criteria suggested to be indicative of a 
trustworthy qualitative study: credibility, transferability, dependability and 
confirmability (Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004).  
 
Credibility 
Credibility (substituted for internal validity in quantitative studies) refers to 
the issue of congruence between the findings of a qualitative study and reality, and 
how the phenomena under study have been recorded, understood and reported 
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(Shenton, 2004). For instance, adopting an interviewing research method in this 
study assisted in promoting confidence in credibility as the method is well 
established (Shenton, 2004). In addition, offering participants the opportunity to 
refuse to participate ensured honesty when participants contributed data and further 
strengthened the credibility. Further, site triangulation was achieved with participants 
from different organisations and geographical areas. Finally, comparisons of the 
results from the study to previous research findings to assess congruence between the 
studies were used to further assure credibility (Shenton, 2004).  
 
Transferability 
Transferability (substituted for external validity in quantitative research) 
refers to the ability of qualitative findings to be applied to other situations (Shenton, 
2004). Qualitative studies are not usually generalisable to a larger population and the 
goal of qualitative work is not to be able to apply the results to a population, but to 
seek understanding from the participants’ perspectives (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
Further, Shenton (2004) quoted Lincoln and Guba (1985), suggesting that in order to 
strengthen transferability it is important to provide sufficient contextual information 
about the fieldwork and to provide sufficient thick descriptions of the phenomenon 
under study. These requirements have been met in this study by providing detailed 
information about the study’s design and delivering thick description of the 
phenomenon under study, as well as participants' demographic information in 
Chapter 4, allowing other researchers to fully understand the study and compare it to 
other similar research for the purposes of enhancing transferability.  
 
Dependability 
Dependability (substituted for reliability, which refers to replicability of 
results in quantitative research) in qualitative research refers to research procedures 
being replicable (Shenton, 2004). Detailed methodological descriptions of the study, 
are offered to allow the study to be repeated in order to achieve dependability 
(Shenton, 2004). Further, as suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994), 
“dependability is whether the process of the study is consistent and reasonably stable 
over time and across researcher and methods” (p.278). In this study dependability 
was addressed by providing a detailed description of the research design, 
instrumentation, sampling and its methodology earlier in this chapter. Notes and 
 56 Chapter 3: Research Design 
memos were also used to capture thoughts and observations during the data 
collection and analysis phases of the research process. Further, the interview 
instrument was pilot tested for clarity to ensure it was reliable.  
 
Confirmability 
Confirmability (substituted for objectivity in quantitative research) refers to 
taking steps to ensure that the findings represent the true experiences and ideas of the 
respondents without biases introduced by the researcher, who is the primary 
instrument during data collection (Shenton, 2004). As disclosure of the researcher’s 
role is important in regard to any relevant information on the study topic, the 
researcher’s role was disclosed to increase the credibility and confirmability of the 
findings. Further, the researcher refrained from making statements or suggestions 
that may have indicated bias in the data collection process and an analytical software 
package NVivo was used to assist in identifying themes and managing, as fully as 
was possible, the effects of the researcher’s prejudgments during the data analysis. 
Further, data triangulation from multiple sources of relevant literature was used to 
help reduce the effects of any researcher bias following the advice of Miles and 
Huberman (1994). 
 
3.5 Ethical Considerations 
The two key ethical issues that are required to be considered in any research 
project are consent and confidentiality. Ethical clearance from QUT’s Research 
Ethics Unit was sought and obtained prior to conducting the interviews (see 
Appendix E). 
 
Consent 
The issue of consent refers to participants’ willingness to participate in the 
research study. Participation was voluntary, the responses were treated as anonymous 
and the results were confidential. Upon choosing to participate in the study 
participants were asked to complete and sign an informed consent form (see 
Appendix F) indicating their voluntary participation in the study and the right to 
withdraw from the process at any time. The consent form was sent to the participants 
prior to the interviews for completion and included information related to their 
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opportunity to voluntarily participate and/or withdraw from the study at any time, the 
purpose of the study, the research process and the benefits of the study to the 
participants. The form also requested the participant’s signature. All participants 
completed and signed the consent forms and returned them to the researcher.  
 
Confidentiality 
To protect the privacy of the participants and their organisations, the 
participants’ names and organisations’ names were changed across all the 
documentation, handwritten notes and the transcription of audiotapes in this study. 
Further, the identities and responses of the participants were not known to anyone 
other than the researcher to ensure confidentiality, as suggested by Creswell (2002). 
Additionally, individuals were given the opportunity to withdraw from the study at 
any time. Copies of the interview transcripts have been maintained electronically in a 
password protected folder on the researcher’s computer and hard copies of the 
transcriptions have been kept in a locked filing cabinet; both will be destroyed after a 
period of seven years. 
 
3.6 Chapter summary 
Chapter 3 has discussed the interpretive research methodology and qualitative 
method that was used for this study. Interviewing was used as the method for data 
collection and the seven-phases approach suggested by Marshall and Rossman 
(2011) was used for data analysis. Specific information was also discussed relating to 
the selection of the participants’ sample, sampling strategy and research setting, 
together with the quality and trustworthiness of the data, and ethical considerations. 
The findings of the research are presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. 
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Chapter 4:  Results – Structural Dimensions of Barriers Perceived 
by Women in Project Management 
 This study followed the suggestions of Evetts (2000) and Clerc and Kels 
(2013) in analysing the nature of challenges and strategies in women’s careers by 
combining the cultural, structural and action dimensions of explanatory theories. 
This chapter presents the detailed analysis of the participant interviews in relation to 
the structural dimensions of the barriers they experienced. Structural dimensions 
representing the characteristics of organisations and professions, including the nature 
of project work, career paths and development programs, recruitment and promotion 
processes and internal leadership opportunities, are closely related to opportunities 
for organisational career progression (Evetts, 2000; Clerc & Kels, 2013). According 
to Evetts, work structures influence women’s career decisions and choices, and affect 
their career trajectories. Understanding these structures will therefore assist in 
addressing the first central research question: 
RQ1: What are the barriers female project managers experience due to the 
structural characteristics of project-based working environments in 
Australia?  
 
 Two thirds of the participants identified structural factors as key barriers 
affecting their careers, including: the nature of the project work environment, a lack 
of career development programs, dual career streams, traditional leadership styles, 
and a lack of leadership paths for project managers.  
 
4.1 Nature of project work  
 
4.1.1 The characteristics of the project manager role   
 
In light of the nature of project-based work discussed in section 2.2.1, 
participants were asked to discuss the characteristics of their project management 
roles. A total of 43% of participants were unanimous in the enjoyment and 
satisfaction they derived from their project manager roles and their work on complex 
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projects, whether it was a property development project (such as a multi-storey 
residential apartment building or commercial office building), a construction project 
(such as a transport or resource infrastructure project) or engineering design project. 
They confirmed that their work was varied, interesting and challenging, and included 
responsibilities in the management of people such as contractors and consultants 
including architects, engineers, planners and other project team members.  
Work involved managing budgets, with responsibility for feasibility studies, 
forecasting and value management to deliver projects on budget. It also involved 
managing timelines, schedules and delivery programs. For participants it was the 
work culture and practices of project management that were attractive, such as the 
appeal of “challenging projects” (Participant 1P), “interesting field” (Participant 
2C), “enough responsibility” (Participant 10P), and managing people, which was 
mentioned often during the interviews.  The “sense of achievement” (Participants 1P, 
5C, 10P), “solving complex issues” (Participants 4P, 11C) and working with great 
teams were what made the work appealing. The “contribution” (Participants 9C, 
10P) to the project, the organisation or the broader community, working on large-
scale projects and the sense of achievement derived from delivering a project also 
made the work attractive in the eyes of these women. There were also international 
travel opportunities and attractive financial rewards that added to the job satisfaction. 
Most of the participants enjoyed their project work and saw this type of work as 
challenging, exciting and full of opportunities. 
 
4.1.2 Temporary work environment 
The temporary nature of project work, discussed in section 2.2.1, creates a 
dynamic work environment where the type, number, size and duration of projects are 
constantly changing, creating an ambiguous work environment for project managers 
(Gareis, 2005; Sydow et al., 2004; Turner & Muller, 2003). Huemann et al. (2007) 
suggest that such an environment can bring greater uncertainty for employees that 
may be concurrently working across different projects, roles and managers.  
In support of findings by Huemann et al. (2007), the transient and ambiguous 
nature of the project work in this study was perceived as challenging by one of the 
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participants. The participant expressed concern with the effects of the constant travel 
on her social life, as well as a concern about how it would affect her family 
commitments in the future: 
 
It does affect your social life because it can be difficult to catch up with 
your normal connections they’re either busy or made arrangements or 
you know you’re only home for a limited time to catch up with them so 
from that perspective it can be a little bit disconnected. (Participant 
12C) 
 
I sort of always had in the back of my mind you know if it did happen to 
me and I had children that if there were projects close to home I’d 
happily work on them but if there wasn’t I’d probably fall back into a 
corporate position maybe in estimating or something like that or 
change career to a government organisation. (Participant 12C) 
 
In contrast, this study also found that the temporary work environment was 
perceived as a positive characteristic of project-based organisations. Five participants 
(31%) confirmed that they work on ever-changing types, sizes and numbers of 
projects; however, they also embraced the temporary nature of their work 
environment and perceived it to be not only an advantage in their daily work but also 
in their opportunities for career progression:  
Every project is very different...yeah different parts, different parts of 
the country, different colleagues and things so it’s...just seeing different 
consultants and clients that you’re working with, so yeah far more 
interesting and more varied, almost like you’ve changed job every year. 
(Participant 2C) 
 
Well in some aspects it’s good especially if you’ve got a fairly difficult 
manager or you know someone that’s not giving you the opportunities 
so you [‘ve] just got to think well next project maybe I will get more of 
a role or more experience or more exposure. (Participant 9C) 
 
Further, the participants appeared comfortable with the reality of ending 
projects and the need to move to new projects, locations and teams. This may be 
driven and explained by the fact that most of the participants worked for larger 
organisations and in permanent roles with temporary projects:  
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This always happens in construction if you’ve got a big project coming to an 
end, you know you’ve got a lot of people to place in another project and it’s 
hard if you get the next job almost too early because those people are trying 
to finish one and start another one and maybe even clients don’t award 
it...and you know they want your team at tender times so that they know 
you’re available… I’m not unduly worried but I think we will pick up 
something. (Participant 2C) 
 
I moved around a lot like I’ve done a job on the Sunshine Coast and a few in 
Brisbane and the Gold Coast but it was more a case of having to go where 
the work was. (Participant 9C) 
 
No, ironically I...and even now I kind of just figure that I’m confident enough 
I’ll get a job anywhere and even through like the global financial crisis we 
went through three rounds of redundancy where people either side of me 
were snipered off in a day and I never worried about ever finding work again. 
(Participant 16C) 
 
In addition, interstate and in particular oversees travel, driven by the changing 
and ending projects and the need to relocate, was perceived as an advantage and an 
opportunity to those women who were single and without children, in contrast to 
those women who were married or had responsibilities for children: 
 
So I’ve enjoyed that opportunity to move around and see how things 
are done differently. I mean I’ve worked in New Zealand as well so 
um...yeah. (Participant 3P) 
 
I loved the travel and excitement associated with the business stuff. 
(Participant 16C) 
 
Therefore, while project-based organisations often operate in the environment of 
temporary structures, teams, clients and work most of the participants in this study 
perceived the temporary nature of the projects as a positive characteristic, providing 
them with opportunities to learn, gain experience and grow their careers. The 
temporary and ambiguous nature of project management did not seem to be a cause 
for concern or a limiting factor for women and their careers in project-based 
organisations. 
 
4.1.3 Masculine work practices 
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Pressure on work and personal lives 
Lingren and Packendorff (2006) argue that project work practices reproduce 
masculinities such as rationality, efficiency, control, devotion to work and 
commitment to the profession of project management. While some authors and 
practitioners of project management identify the importance of traditional 
femininities, such as teamwork, an absence of hierarchies, collaboration and others, 
the reliance on already established masculine work practices driven by the effects of 
the ‘iron triangle’ of project management prevail (Collinson & Hearn, 1996; Lingren 
& Packendorff, 2006). In light of work practices of project-based organisations 
discussed in section 2.2.1., 75% of participants confirmed the distinct pressure they 
experience at work and on their personal lives from the masculine work practices 
driven by relentless demands to deliver on time and on budget: 
A lot of pressure from clients to get things completed. With the 
building we’ve just been on has sort of opened; there was a lot of 
pressure on us to get that finished on time. (Participant 2C) 
 
If what needed to be done isn’t done and if customers are upset that’s 
a whole other issue. (Participant 7C) 
 
So it’s very intense so when I come home from work at night I tend to 
sit in the corner and stare at a white wall. My son has had drama with 
his girlfriend or something and I’m like aww...no more people stuff 
sort of thing. (Participant 11C)   
 
Further, with the great pressure on delivery, the participants were well aware 
that there was no room for failure in project work: 
 
You can’t challenge or fail otherwise it’s career limiting. (Participant 
6P) 
 
It’s all about accountability. (Participant 5C) 
 
Devotion to the profession and culture of presenteeism 
As project management is known for its long work hours (Legault & 
Chasserio, 2012; Nandhakumar & Jones, 2001; Powell et al., 2006,) and devotion to 
the profession (Legault & Chasserio, 2003, 2012; Lingren & Packendorff, 2006; 
Watts, 2009), the participants were asked about their perceptions on work–life 
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balance in their project-based organisations. Six of the 16 participants (37 %) 
confirmed the pressure of working long hours, weekend work and the need to be 
constantly available: 
 
The industry is used to you answering your phone at 6 a.m. in the 
morning when [the] manager gets onsite and they’re used to the 
manager calling you at 7 o’clock at night when they’re still in the 
office so you just sort of have to be available. (Participant 9C) 
 
We found when we’ve mastered the art of actual global working we 
can have our projects being worked on in a 24-hour continuous 
period that you know starts in New Zealand because they hit Monday 
first and finishes in Denver because they hit Friday last. (Participant 
7C) 
 
The expectation is that you are...that your work life is more important 
than your private life. (Participant 16C) 
 
Participants had varied levels of acceptance of such work practices. Some 
participants described how it affected their personal, family and social lives: 
That was a very big project, which was under-resourced, so that was 
actually very stressful and it was you know a fairly imbalanced work–
life scenario. (Participant 14P) 
 
I did get a divorce from working too hard. (Participant 11C) 
 
People expected...you should be working you know in a particular 
way. Not really recognising for women and men with young families 
that work life balance is important. So it was a bit out of kilter that 
way. (Participant 4P) 
 
Further, some participants questioned the need for such long hours and 
suggested a culture of presenteeism exists within project-based organisations: 
But there are some people within [Company 10] who just work crazy 
hours and I’m sure some people in any organisation work crazy hours 
and I wonder to a certain extent whether they want to be seen to be 
working crazy hours or whether they need to work crazy hours. 
(Participant 10P) 
 
But there was always the underlying current even on those projects 
around presenteeism and doing the hours and being seen. (Participant 
16C) 
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There’s quite a lot of young guys starting out in project management 
and they work really long hours and they’re churning but they’re 
actually not making much progress because they’re not working 
smart...like if one of my team is there for long hours I’m asking what’s 
wrong are you not able to cope with the job? Have I given you too 
much? To me it’s a mark of that person not coping. (Participant 4P) 
 
When participants were asked about their experiences with flexible hours in 
their project-based organisations, in most instances it seems that the pressures of 
relentless availability and long hours exclude the potential for flexible hours: 
 
They are very anti flexible work and individualised work schemes. 
(Participant 16C) 
 
The whole idea of working from home and virtual working has been 
talked about for too long and not really actioned. (Participant 7C) 
 
Generally it’s very much being present is very highly valued whether 
you’re doing the work or not, it’s all about being seen. (Participant 
16C) 
 
Returning from maternity leave challenges 
The demands of efficiency and presenteeism were also displayed through the 
lack of support for women returning from maternity leave. The general expectation 
in project-based organisations seems to be that project management can’t be done 
part-time. It requires full-time commitment and availability and therefore women 
wanting to come back from maternity leave had significant problems getting back 
into their old project roles on a part-time basis:  
Now I only really want to work part-time because I have kids and you 
just can’t work part-time in the construction industry...I mean you 
could never get a part-time job with a top-tier builder. (Participant 
9C) 
 
So it was actually that difficulty of working part-time that was very 
challenging and with...we’ve got a number of ladies who were on 
maternity leave and I’m noticing the same thing, they’re wanting to 
come back to keep their feet in the game and keep across what’s 
happening and for the financial support that it brings but it is...this 
industry is so challenging to do work part-time. (Participant 11C) 
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Women are usually forced to take a demotion into a more office-based, 
administrative role and therefore forego their career advancement at that time: 
 
So when that girl came back she was moved across to a corporate 
function … so she got side stepped. (Participant 6P) 
 
They get forced into taking side tracks, either becoming like a client 
type project manager where there are less hours or moving into 
estimating or sort of trying to do something else because what you’re 
trained in just doesn’t work anymore. (Participant 9C) 
 
Another example like just this week someone going on maternity leave 
and them asking her to sign a new contract for when she gets back, 
she’s a lower position than what she was on before. (Participant 8C) 
 
 
In response to concerns about the lack of part-time roles allowing women to 
return from maternity leave to their project roles, one female senior manager who 
was in a position to affect change in this matter in her organisation had an 
explanation. She surprisingly attributed the lack of acceptance of part-time 
managerial roles for women returning from maternity leave to their emotional states: 
 
So again trying to do that on a two days a week is quite onerous and 
what you’ll find is that particularly the ladies on maternity leave, 
they’re still...their hormones are still coming down from child birth, 
emotionally they’re all over the place and some of those meetings can 
be quite tense. (Participant 11C) 
 
That said a way to get back in is to just do the back of house 
administration so punch the paperwork through but again you’re not 
onsite that often that you become disconnected with the issues. So 
basically it becomes a clerical act and then I find that the ladies are 
de-motivated so whilst they’re enjoying the engagement with the team 
here at work in regards to their ability to commit and get some 
traction on a project is limited because of the time that they’ve got in 
that disconnect with what is actually happening out on site or what’s 
actually happening with the project teams. (Participant 11C) 
 
In summary, when asked about the work practices within their organisations, 
participants highlighted the masculine nature of the work practices were affecting 
their personal, family and social lives. Those practices reflected the pressures of 
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project work, involving long hours, tendencies towards presenteeism, a lack of 
work–life balance provisions, an extreme focus on efficiency and devotion to work. 
Some single women without family commitments indicated a willingness to comply 
with those prevailing work practices in order to progress their careers. However, 
most married women and those with families certainly acknowledged the challenges 
faced in their efforts to reconcile the commitment to their work and their families. 
The most prevalent challenge seems to be the lack of support for women returning 
from maternity leave; going on maternity leave appears to be a career-limiting move 
for most women. 
 
4.2 Project managers' career development 
 
4.2.1 Lack of career programs 
As discussed in section 2.3.3, project-based organisations claim a culture of 
performance (Collinson & Hearn, 1996; Lingren & Packendorff, 2006) and 
organisational career paths (Hölzle, 2010); however, according to 81% of study 
participants, project-based organisations still seem to struggle with a lack of defined 
career paths, which creates progression challenges for women. When asked whether 
their organisations offered any assistance with the development of career paths, 
overwhelmingly, 13 out of 16 participants (81%) indicated that the career paths 
within their organisations seem ambiguous and confusing, leaving them “feeling 
lost” (Participant 8C) and unsure about the requirements to achieve promotion and 
advance in their careers: 
Well I think that sometimes I don’t know whether I am pursuing the 
right opportunities to progress my career. (Participant 1P) 
 
I haven’t had anyone help me or say what to do next or anything like 
that, it’s always been very much driven by myself. (Participant 8C)  
 
I must admit I’ve struggled a little bit here because you’ve got to form 
your destiny but at the same time it was like well what’s the destiny 
I’m supposed to be achieving here... just a little bit unguarded. 
(Participant 14P) 
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4.2.2 Lack of transparency or support in promotions  
Further, those women questioned the transparency, credibility and fairness of 
appointments and advancement decisions. For them, promotion practices still seem 
subject to informal, politicised power plays, favouritism and mateship: 
We don’t have transparency in skills and competencies required by 
different levels for project managers to progress in their career. 
(Participant 1P) 
 
They need to have a champion and they need to be given a leg up 
because it’s not merit...meritocracy does not exist. It is one of the 
worst used words to disguise favouritism um...a whole...and a lot of 
the politics. (Participant 6P) 
   
Three participants expressed their frustration with the lack of clarity or 
support from their organisations: 
I’ve never had anyone go like this is a pathway for you. And now I 
get...I feel really lost actually and that’s probably why I’ve 
disengaged because I can’t see a pathway. (Participant 8C) 
  
I’ve not even seen what the career path for project managers is within 
the company. (Participant 14P) 
 
But you know at certain stages you kind of don’t know what you don’t 
know and you need somebody to provide a little bit of direction or 
guidance or a road map; whether you take that advice is entirely up to 
you but until somebody kind of opens up your eyes and says okay to 
get there these are the things that maybe you should think about. 
Because if you kind of muddle around yourself it’s going to take you a 
long time to get there. (Participant 3P) 
 
For others, promotions seemed to be entirely at the discretion of their 
immediate managers, although the same seemed to apply to women as to  men: 
They didn’t seem to recognise if you were male or female, it was 
ability-based but um how much of it comes down to your manager and 
because it is all projects-based the people who make the decisions in 
the office are really only promoting you based on what your manager 
is saying to them ... so to be recognised for promotion you basically 
have to have someone above you who is pushing the barrow for you. 
(Participant 9C) 
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I think it depends to a certain extent on how driven the employee is to 
capture those opportunities and how open the employee’s manager or 
how knowledgeable or how motivated the manager is to assist that 
person. (Participant 10P) 
 
The people who are managing you and are in charge of the 
promotions and progression are actually other construction people 
and they’re generally middle-management males and it’s often left to 
their interpretation on what they perceive to be the right person for 
that role and what is needed for those positions. (Participant 16C) 
 
4.2.3 Need for career self-management 
Jones and DeFillippi (1996) highlighted the transitory nature of projects and 
necessity for project team members to be proactive in managing their own careers as 
opposed to relying on their organisations. Later, Bredin and Söderlund (2012) 
together with Hölzle (2009) described project-based careers as different from 
traditional careers due to being highly reliant on project managers forging their own 
career paths. This study therefore enquired about any organisational programs and 
support systems that may have been present. A total of 12 out of 16 participants 
(75%) expressed their belief that they needed to create their own career paths and 
that career progression was their responsibility; they need to plan ahead, design 
strategies and be proactive in managing their career journeys: 
 
I haven’t actually had any career advice...like I’ve had to go seek my 
own mentors around my progression. Like I haven’t had anyone help 
me or say what to do next or anything like that, it’s always been very 
much driven by myself. …I know that at work there’s like team 
management programmes and team leadership programmes but 
there’s nothing actually which is like...oh yeah like what I should be 
doing. I try to figure it out myself. (Participant 8C) 
 
I’ve put so much energy and time into getting to this project manager 
role it’s like every now and then I’ll sit back and go oh I’m here... you 
know what’s next. So I think that’s going to be my challenge to keep 
myself improving and pushing forward and being driven towards the 
next thing. (Participant 12C) 
 
I think you’ve got to drive your own objectives and the extent to which 
the company is receptive and I think you just test that and either there 
is or there isn’t or just then got to start looking elsewhere. 
(Participant 14P) 
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In summary, based on participants’ responses, there appear to be very few 
organised career programs or support available to female project managers in the 
project-based organisations studied. While five participants (31%) indicated that 
there was lack of transparency and support in promotions, a further three participants 
(18%) suggested that career progression relied on managers’ recommendations, 
opportunities that presented themselves and their own individual efforts and 
motivation rather than particular career paths, programs or structures. Seven out of 
16 participants (43%) confirmed that they were expected by their organisations to 
manage their own careers with their own resources. 
 
4.2.4 Soft skills not recognised as a leadership advantage  
The soft skills of cooperation, collaboration and having a people-focused 
approach, which are attributed to women and their management styles, are advocated 
as necessary for leadership at higher career levels in projects and to the success of 
projects in the 21st century (Crawford et al., 2006; Holze, 2010; Walker & Lloyd-
Walker, 2011). However, when asked about the leadership styles experienced in 
project management, the majority of participants (81%) compared and contrasted 
their own feminine style, reliant on the soft skills, with the more traditional, 
authoritarian, aggressive, task-orientated and confrontational management style 
demonstrated by their male managers: 
I guess it’s different from the old school Project Manager which might 
work on some certain projects, you know that very bombastic, you 
know I’m the boss you bow and scrape to me and I’m the only one 
who talks to the client, so I don’t tend to be like that. I think that 
giving every team member a say in the project is to the benefit of the 
whole project. (Participant 3P) 
 
Yeah I think my style would be fairly typical of a women in the 
industry where I don’t...like I’m non-aggressive and um...I try to be 
collaborative and I don’t swear and carry on at anyone. I guess my 
approach would be...what a female will probably do is try and be 
friends with everyone and um...try and make it work as a team. 
(Participant 9C) 
 
Yeah I think as a very broad generalisation but I think men in my role 
are very much more you must do it because I said you must do it sort 
of thing and I think that is a property and construction industry sort of 
trait to a certain extent whereas I’m...I think probably more open to 
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say this is the outcome I want and who has got some ideas as to how 
we get there...you know what’s the approach. (Participant 10P) 
 
Further, commenting on the changing, more competitive and complex work 
environment for projects, participants criticised the traditional masculine 
management approach and pointed to the need for change in the management styles 
as well as the management culture of intolerance for mistakes and punishment by 
limiting career prospects: 
 
 A lot of men from the engineering, surveying, ISTJ [Myers Briggs 
personality type] background, they like that very linear approach and 
the environment we’re in is not linear anymore, it’s much more 
complex, it’s more of a matrix that you’re constantly managing. 
(Participant 4P) 
 
They were also scared of ever acknowledging the issue which was 
really interesting and this is where I think there’s this kind of like 
a...guys that automatically lock pinkies on certain things and 
they...whether it’s ego or whether it’s will they’re not willing to face 
the bad news and they’re not willing to communicate it up. It’s like it’s 
a career death if...they kind of know instinctively it’s career death if 
you do. Whereas I think women are much more forthright and 
authentic in saying this isn’t going to happen and you’ll be told well 
make it happen...okay, I’ll go and do my best and we’ll see how this 
plays out but if by x date we aren’t...it isn’t looking right we’ve got to 
pull the pin. What guys will do x date if it’s not looking right they’ll 
still go ahead and deliver it and let the fallout...you know deal with the 
fallout. So it’s a very different approach and that’s why you know the 
whole diversity thing works because that’s why the guys end up over 
the cliff whereas the women pull back from the cliff and hold steady. 
(Participant 6P) 
 
But giving them the support as well to know that if something does go 
wrong I’ve got their back and you know come on...yeah we’ve stuffed 
up but let’s try and fix it rather than you know a bit of a blame game 
and you should have done this and you should have done that. That’s 
not how I work so I don’t think really benefits anybody. (Participant 
12C) 
 
However, according to Sinclair (2005) and Watts (2009), as women’s 
leadership styles are often different from the traditional masculine management 
approach in project organisations, they face added challenges and criticism. They not 
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only face challenges in being recognised as leaders but also face disapproval for their 
own style of management: 
 
And then how that plays out in the organisation is that women are 
never seen as leaders; men make decisions and all that stuff that you 
then have to work...women have to work twice as hard to overcome 
because it has been so inbuilt...ingrained from such an early age. 
(Participant 6P) 
 
It was actually a legal firm who was the client so you would have 
thought that they would know better but it was sort of a comment that 
you know this girl, who was very capable, wasn’t being harsh enough 
to all the contractors but he also was being...making a few 
inappropriate comments about her as well so um...but her style 
of...that was her style of managing a project and she should be 
allowed to do it and she got a great result out of it. (Participant 3P) 
 
As described by the participants, often the leadership style adopted by women is 
different from the traditional style adopted by men in cost-driven projects. In project-
based organisations, women tend to display the use of soft skills and manage by 
cooperation, collaboration, communication and motivation to build relationships, 
foster engagement and teamwork. In contrast, men tend to practice a more 
authoritative and confrontational style driven by the bottom line. This difference in 
leadership and management style creates additional career challenges and 
compromises for women. However, as suggested by Toor and Ofori (as cited in 
Walker & Lloyd-Walker, 2011, p.385), there is a need for a new project leadership 
style based on soft skills that is needed for successful project leadership in the 21st 
century. 
 
4.3 Leadership paths for project managers 
In project-based organisations, the traditional notion of career is still 
prevalent with its progression along the leadership hierarchy, with progressive 
acquisition of higher career levels, higher social status, autonomy and leadership 
responsibilities (Bredin & Söderlund, 2013; Hölzle, 2010). What is unique about 
project-based organisations is that the career development trajectory is often 
structured around parallel dual career streams: one for project management 
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professionals and one for executive leadership (Hölzle, 2010), as discussed in section 
2.2.3. Those two career streams are quite separate from each other; they are seen by 
47% of participants as requiring different skill sets and experience and it is difficult 
to move from one to the other. A person in the project stream can develop a linear 
career path in project management and seek regular promotion and progress through 
a number of levels or scales in that stream, starting as an Assistant Project Manager 
and moving from a Project Manager and Senior Project Manager role to a Project 
Director’s role. Alternatively, a person could remain at one of the practitioner levels 
or move sideways, between projects or organisations. A person in the executive 
leadership career stream can seek regular promotion and progress through the 
executive levels of senior management with its own three levels of seniority: senior 
managerial roles (divisional directors, general managers), company directors (the 
executive team) and the main board directors (Hölzle, 2010). 
This study found that the participants understood the various career levels in 
the project stream. They confirmed their understanding of the levels of project 
careers and the linear process required to progress a project career: 
 
Those kinds of companies, they have career paths. You work and after 
two years you’re senior, after five years you know. You know its step, 
step, step. (Participant 15C) 
 
I say you start out as an assistant project manager, then a project 
manager and senior project manager and then you can go up to 
project directors and it really just depends on where you want to go 
and how much responsibility you want to take on. (Participant 3P) 
 
While some participants managed to navigate the career structures and 
progress to middle management, other participants expressed concern with the lack 
of clear progression in their careers. Some reasons mentioned were relevant to the 
nature of the organisational structure, such as not providing enough scope for 
progression, but project requirements were also mentioned, such as timing, size and 
complexity, which drive staff allocation and therefore influence careers: 
 
It’s a very flat structure which in some ways is really good, you get 
access to senior management very easily and quickly which I think 
would be probably different in other organisations that have more 
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layers...layered structures in terms of management. But at the same 
time it also means therefore that you ultimately end up continuing to 
do the same role on the project hurdle so it depends on what the 
projects available are but there’s not necessarily a linear progression 
as such, it’s somewhat reliant on the projects they have at hand and 
timing as much as anything. (Participant 14P) 
 
And it was the same in my previous company but there just wasn’t any 
roles at that level so that was the problem, they’ll say you can go far, 
we can see you climbing up the ladder and all that sort of stuff but 
there was nowhere to climb. (Participant 5C) 
 
The next logical step is being a project manager and again that just 
comes down to, as I’m being advised, an experience level, capability 
of dealing with certain sized projects then it’s just a natural 
progression of moving to larger scale projects. So the complexity of 
the project is the determination of seniority. (Participant 14P) 
 
However, the real challenge appears to be when women try to navigate their 
promotional paths to executive leadership roles within this linear progression model. 
In some instances, participants reported not being sure how to progress and what was 
required in terms of skills, experience and competencies to be promoted:  
 
We don’t have transparency in skills and competencies required by 
different levels for project managers to progress in their career. 
(Participant 1P) 
 
You know I’m kind of baffled by that myself because in my perception 
you can work...you know absolutely work so hard and deliver and win 
projects and yet when it comes around for progression or 
promotion...(Participant 16C). 
 
Those participants who aspire to progress into executive leadership roles 
shared concerns about the lack of clear direction and understanding of how to 
progress into those roles:  
 
But then in terms of getting into general management you know that’s 
quite difficult from my perspective within this organisation. 
(Participant 14P) 
 
The parallel career streams also seem to present difficulties in moving from 
project-specific work into executive leadership roles. Through their careers in 
 Chapter 4: Results – Structural Dimensions of Barriers Perceived by Women in Project Management 75 
projects, these women have built skills and experience in delivering complex projects 
but those are not seen to be the right skill sets to progress into executive roles: 
Currently you know it’s from project to project basically but if I want 
to sort of become...I think taking that to another managerial level I’m 
really going to have to look at some sort of external study 
opportunities because I don’t think I’ll actually get that in the current 
... if I just continued on my current path and course. (Participant 14P) 
 
I think I need to work on positioning myself for a management role 
and being seen as a competent manager... I know I can do it it’s just 
how do you get that opportunity. (Participant 4P) 
 
 
In summary, while the respondents understood the general structure of career 
paths for project careers, some were concerned with the lack of career progression 
and many were not entirely clear on how to progress their careers. Some reasons 
offered as an explanation of their own lack of progress in the project career stream 
include the nature of the organisational structure and lack of scope for progression, 
as well as project-related requirements such as timing, size and complexity that 
influence who receives a promotion. In addition, despite their aspirations to advance 
into the executive leadership ranks, participants’ skills in managing complex projects 
do not seem to provide the experience, the competencies or the opportunities 
required for executive management roles. 
 
4.4 Lack of commitment and understanding of gender diversity issues 
When asked about their awareness of any equal employment opportunity or 
workplace diversity initiatives, over half (62%) of the participants showed limited 
awareness and understanding of the gender diversity issues, illustrated in the 
comments of three respondents:  
And it was required as well back then...I don’t really know what the 
requirements are, I haven’t kept up to date. (Participant 1P) 
 
I guess there’s a law that there has to be like equal employment 
opportunity but I don’t really know what my company does about it. 
(Participant 8C) 
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Not that I’m aware of but there could be, I just may be not aware of it. 
(Participant 3P) 
 
 Further, when asked about the organisations’ commitment to gender policies 
and diversity initiatives, the majority of women confirmed their perceptions of a lack 
of commitment. Several mentioned that their organisation’s diversity policies were 
only tokens for legislative purposes and do not reflect the reality of the organisation’s 
operations: 
Not worth the paper they’re written on. They’re not what women 
experience. It does help HR stroke their egos and it’s very...there’s so 
much of HR that’s invested in it that um...you cannot speak up if 
they’re inaccurate. You know the EEO [Equal Employment 
Opportunity] investigation was the classic because I got a copy of 
what EEO’s submission was and there were mistruths...like for 
example they said they regularly had women attend Women on 
Board’s functions, now I was the only attendee at Women on Board’s 
functions and they used to joke that I was only person that would 
come. So...but they were promoting that as an initiative throughout all 
of [Company 6]...so one person attending is not an across-company 
initiative. (Participant 6P) 
 
I’m not really clear... I mean I’ve looked at our diversity policy but 
it’s just so vague like it’s.... yeah it’s some generic stuff. (Participant 
8C) 
 
Look I think it’s...it’s probably...it’s been forced upon us because 
we’re an ASX company we need to report gender equity. (Participant 
13C) 
 
 Regarding the success of attempted initiatives, three participants confirmed 
that while there appeared to be some attempts to initiate gender diversity programs 
and a lot of organisational rhetoric to that effect, there seemed to be no real outcomes 
in practice and limited support from the senior levels of management in 
implementing them: 
 
So I suppose that’s the first step in recognising that diversity is 
important but it hasn’t really been...hasn’t had any traction; hasn’t 
had any...from what we can see you know outside of the corporate 
space it doesn’t seem to have gone anywhere. (Participant 10P)  
 
Well, you know you’re setting up committees for gender equality and 
all of these things, let’s start behaving like it...you know don’t just do 
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it because you’re a publicly listed company and you have to do it. And 
I think any woman in the industry who wants to progress and wants to 
be a senior manager wants to be accepted for their abilities, they 
don’t want to bat their eyelids and just be a number...certainly I 
didn’t. So I think it was that they were saying one thing but 
demonstrating another… I think people were aware there was the 
gender diversity committee and that was about it. (Participant 12C) 
 
Technically they said that okay we’re promoting women, I haven’t 
seen it in practice. (Participant 15C) 
 
 Further, two participants commented that enquiring about gender diversity 
programs or initiating programs could be confronting, perceived negatively and was 
even opposed within their organisations: 
 
No. And even if you did um...if you were to make an issue of it I don’t 
know how that would go down. I think it would almost be seen as 
being a bit of troublemaker or an agitator. (Participant 9C) 
 
When I said you know there’s a lot we should be doing ... I don’t have 
a role model to look up to in the organisation...globally. So we could 
be doing things, you know we could be taking some very affirmative 
actions...we could be doing a lot and we’re not. And that was taken 
quite badly and the committee didn’t go ahead. (Participant 1P) 
 
 In addition, one of the participants expressed concern that gender diversity 
programs may be negative for women’s advancement. She was concerned about the 
perceptions that women get promoted not on merit but on requirements: 
 
I don’t want to get a job just because I’m a woman you know I want it 
to be because I’m the right person for the job and ... so there’s that 
fine line there of yes we want to encourage and promote women in 
these roles but it shouldn’t be you’re a woman, you’ve got it sort of 
thing. That’s going to make it even worse for people because people 
are going to say oh she got it because she’s a girl. (Participant 5C) 
 
Overall, this study identified limited levels of awareness and understanding of 
gender diversity issues, relevant legislative requirements placed on organisations or 
women’s rights in project-based organisations, as indicated by participants’ 
comments. This could be driven by women’s acceptance of the masculine image and 
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culture of the industry and their “not defining themselves as feminists” as proposed 
by Gale and Cartwright (1995. p. 5). Further, there seems to be limited commitment 
to gender diversity initiatives by the represented project-based organisations, with 
some participants commenting on diversity policies being developed for the benefit 
of compliance and not seeing any results or outcomes of those policies in practice. 
One participant also mentioned her concerns for reprisal for raising gender-related 
issues at work. 
 
4.4 Chapter summary 
This study found that the majority of participants named structural factors as 
distinctive barriers to opportunities in project-based work. The demands of the 
masculine nature of project work, demonstrated through the devotion to the 
profession, long working hours, no flexibility, little work–life balance and the 
expectation to be constantly available, create significant pressure for female project 
managers, not only at work but also in their private lives. Those demands force 
women to make compromises between their careers and private lives. This was 
particularly evident in the career outcomes of women returning from maternity leave; 
their work options were limited, often forcing them to take a step back in their 
careers. Further, a lack of career paths, support programs and transparency, together 
with the existence of parallel career streams leads to additional career challenges for 
women. Not only do they have to self-manage their careers in this challenging 
environment but they also struggle against the prejudice of not being seen as leaders 
as a result of differences in their management style. These findings address the first 
research question, related to the structural characteristics of project-based working 
environment and their impact on the career progression of female project managers. 
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Chapter 5:  Results – Cultural Dimensions of Barriers Perceived by 
Women in Project Management 
In Chapter 4, the analysis focused on the structural dimensions affecting 
women’s career progression. This chapter focuses on the cultural dimensions of 
barriers perceived by women in project management, following the suggestion by 
Evetts (2000) and Clerc and Kels (2013) to analyse the nature of challenges and 
strategies in women’s careers by combining cultural, structural and action 
dimensions of explanatory theories. The cultural dimensions are investigated to 
answer the second central research question: 
RQ2: What are the barriers female project managers experience due to the 
cultural characteristics of project-based working environments in Australia?  
 
When cultural dimensions are considered in the context of careers, the focus 
relates to the belief systems and controlling social attitudes, which in turn affect 
women’s career aspirations and choices (Evetts, 2000). This section examines how 
the project management approach in project-based organisations, including 
management culture, role incongruity bias and unconscious bias, contribute to the 
career challenges faced by female project managers in the studied industries.  
 
5.1 Dominance of a masculine culture and problem with ‘fit’ 
Gale and Cartwright (1995) name the project-based profession and 
management culture as demonstrably masculine and macho and, together with Harris 
(1972), argue that masculine cultures are likely to be dominated by power 
relationships and be characterised by male domination, crisis, aggression, conflict, 
gallant behaviour and traditional attitudes (discussed earlier in section 2.3.1). When 
asked about the work and management culture, 87% of the participants in this study 
confirmed the dominance of a masculine culture in their project-based organisations. 
For instance, Participant 16C described the culture of the construction industry as 
“aggressive”, “hard-nosed”, “very adversarial”, “non-supportive” and in general 
“not a pleasant environment” to work in: 
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In terms of the culture there’s a lot of...a real adversarial and 
confronting and conflicting...confrontation is probably one of the key 
ways of management and an adversarial nature, for example if you go 
into a project review or um doing a bid review, they’re not pleasant 
experiences you know. I’ve never really had a pleasant experience 
dealing with them. They’re very confrontational. (Participant 16C) 
 
Further, Participants 11C and 13C described the construction culture as 
ruthless and confrontational: 
 
The tensions are quite high so you’ve got sub-contractors who are 
fighting on site which then leads to them going into the construction 
manager who then comes out of his shed and goes into the client’s 
representative or the project manager’s shed and you know thumping 
the table and ranting on and going you know ‘when are we going to 
get that fucking drawing you’ve been promising us for the last two 
weeks? (Participant 11C). 
 
I’ve seen a number of people who have sort of come out of corporate 
who are really smart guys who just get ripped to shreds by the guys on 
the sites. (Participant 13C) 
 
Participant 12C having worked in both construction and property 
development described the property culture as “kinder on people”. However, 
Participant 6P, called the latter culture hostile and intimidating, comparing it to a 
“law and order” television show: 
If you’ve ever seen one of those hostile...you know law and order 
shows where the lawyer really gets stuck, he was like that and CEO 
just absolutely got stuck into them and my boss would have rather 
pulled a sword out there and fallen on it in front of CEO than ever 
admitted to what was going on. (Participant 6P) 
 
Further, Cartwright and Gale (1995) argue that a masculine management 
culture reinforces the uniqueness and difference of women compared to men and 
places the onus on women to ‘fit in’ and adjust to that culture and the environment of 
those organisations (discussed in section 2.3.1). Echoing this situation, 37% of 
participants indicated their concern with their own fit in their work environment, 
expressing their frustration with the consequences of the lack of fit: 
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I believe that I have missed out on opportunities in large projects 
because I didn’t fit in. I didn’t fit the, ‘what do you call it?...the 
stereotype’. (Participant 1P) 
 
I also felt like I had to be like this...a different person at work.  I was 
working I think...like I had to fit in especially because I was always 
the only girl on the team.  Yeah and so yeah it wasn’t a particularly 
great work environment but I didn’t really know much about what 
work would be like so I kind of just assumed that that was the way it 
is. (Participant 8C) 
 
We were ready to go as fiery as the guys are on career progression 
but our signals are different and our signals are misread and in the 
end you know it’s just exhaustion from signalling and not getting a 
response. (Participant 6P) 
 
Of course, not all participants felt the same way. Two of the women did not 
seem to be concerned with their own fit in the masculine culture of projects and 
appeared to know how to manage themselves in that culture: 
Oh there’s always when you go out onsite to start with...the first time 
there’s always comments and people think...particularly when I was 
younger you know the whole I’ve done it this way for 20 years and...I 
don’t care how you’ve done it for 20 years that’s not how you’re 
meant to be doing it...there’s always that but you just have to assert 
yourself and let them know that you’re serious and be professional 
and its usually alright. I don’t think I’ve had any real difficulties. 
(Participant 5C) 
 
I would say that there is the opportunity for everybody to have the 
same. Some people have different personalities and some people don’t 
want the same things out of it, it may...you know just like they don’t 
want to be in that industry but I don’t think there is any 
discrimination...if that’s the right word um...you know because of the 
culture. (Participant 2C) 
 
However, most women who were interviewed recognised the impact of the 
masculine culture on their careers and confirmed that they search for ways to better 
fit in and assimilate with that culture in order to have better career opportunities. 
Three participants considered whether adopting male behaviour may enhance their 
chances for advancement:  
 Yeah I think to take on some of those roles you have to have...in this 
industry you seem to have to have a very forceful personality to 
um...that goes for men as well but they’re encouraged to be like that 
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where I guess women tend not to be encouraged to have that really 
forceful ballsy you know take no prisoners sort of approach. The 
women who do tend to progress I think more because they do have 
that attitude so maybe we just need a bit of an attitude shift 
ourselves...or men to say that well you don’t have to be like that to be 
successful. (Participant 3P) 
 
I think the only way or the only times I ever got what I wanted was to 
be brutally blunt and honest. Working twice as hard or doing a better 
job or those sorts of things didn’t seem to cut it. (Participant 12C) 
 
I have seen some female project managers who sort of implement 
a...so aggressive they almost become like a male counterpart … it 
does work for them but you know they are called every name under 
the sun and if they were male they would have been taken out the back 
and punched and all that sort of stuff. (Participant 9C) 
 
 However, most participants agreed that women should use their natural, 
feminine style of management as the most effective approach: 
 
Firstly I don’t try...I don’t pretend I’m a man, I’m a woman. Then we 
shouldn’t play as a man to be successful. Some women make that 
mistake. Our abilities as a woman will help us more. (Participant 
15C) 
 
I think if you try and be blokey that does not work, so you’ve got to 
have the graciousness and use your feminine power and the skills that 
you have to be less direct. (Participant 6P) 
 
I think a lot of female employees...sort of become one of the boys. I 
don’t think you need to do that though; you can still get the job done 
without doing that. (Participant 9C) 
 
In summary, the participants’ experiences in project management and project-
based organisations in most cases confirm the masculine nature of project 
management. Some participants have experienced Gale and Cartwright’s (1995) 
‘macho’ environment characterised by aggression, adversary, confrontation, conflict 
and hostility and conveyed their unease and frustration with this type of 
organisational culture that causes tension, stress and a loss of self-confidence.  The 
participants also confirmed the onus on women to fit in and adjust to the dominant 
male culture and the environment they encounter in project management and their 
project-based organisations. They identified gender-based stereotyping and the 
different expectations of their roles and behaviours by some of their male colleagues.  
 Chapter 5: Results – Cultural Dimensions of Barriers Perceived by Women in Project Management 83 
In particular they were aware of the gender-based biases in how they were perceived 
within their professional roles. They acknowledged that they searched for ways to 
better fit in with the dominant male culture and some suggested that perhaps 
assimilating male behaviours may enhance their chances for career advancement. 
Most, however, agreed that the best management and leadership style for a woman 
was to not pretend to be a man but rather use their feminine management skills and 
leadership style. 
 
5.2 Role incongruity and management bias  
As described in section 2.3.2, various researchers including Watts (2009) 
suggest that the unique challenges faced by female managers in male-dominated 
organisations are caused by stereotypes about women and managers, placing female 
managers at a disadvantage. Stereotypes about managers and women lead to 
undervaluing and underrating women which, in line with role congruity theory, 
suggests two types of prejudice against female leaders: (a) the perception of women 
as possessing less leadership ability than men, and (b) the less favourable evaluation 
of female leadership behaviours when compared to those of men (Eagly & Karau, 
2002). When asked about the requirements for a woman to successfully advance their 
career, a total of 37% of participants identified situations from their experience that 
confirmed a general lack of confidence in their abilities, and a tendency for male 
managers and clients to underestimate their capabilities:  
I think it’s just that, it’s perhaps a lack of confidence that a small 
young female can address these issues even though I have a proven 
track record that I’ve done it successfully. (Participant 1P) 
 
Especially in construction and commissions if you’re a woman they 
just might underestimate your abilities or they just don’t take it [sic] 
serious until they see that you could do the job. (Participant 15C) 
 
I mean you know obviously competency is kind of given and then 
there’s...I suppose that confidence that the company doesn’t therefore 
need to compensate what they perceive may be weaknesses in female 
project management capabilities...as long as you demonstrate you can 
hold your own I think that gives them the confidence. (Participant 
14P) 
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Further, as a consequence of role stereotyping, women find themselves under 
continuous scrutiny, particularly in respect to demonstrating their credentials for the 
job (Watts, 2009). The participants talked about being challenged and forced to 
continually prove themselves and their professional value and capabilities as female 
project managers:  
 
I have had to go through absolute hell to prove myself to clients that I 
can do the job and once I take over a project you know kind of ‘oh my 
goodness, yes you can do the job’. (Participant 1P) 
 
I was the first development...female Development Director and so 
getting people to recognise your professional value in that 
environment was quite difficult. (Participant 4P) 
 
Furthermore, the participants talked about the stark impact that stereotyping 
has on the career progression of women as opposed to men in similar roles. It seems 
to be much easier for men to demonstrate their value and secure a promotion: 
 
I’ve done that to three projects now but it’s taken me three years to 
get recognition whereas this guy got it straightaway and you know it’s 
like how many times do I have to fucking prove myself, excuse the 
French. You’ve got to be like Lazarus and rise from the dead five 
times before they actually recognise there’s a miracle that’s occurred 
whereas a guy doesn’t even have to be Lazarus, he’s just a miracle. 
(Participant 6P) 
 
I was highly visible in terms of my biological sex and my presence; if I 
walked into a meeting I was the only woman but it was almost like I 
was invisible in terms of the opportunities that they were handing out. 
It was like promotions would come and go or deals...it almost felt like 
deals were done and I wasn’t privy to those opportunities and I 
couldn’t work out how to get visible or how to be in somebody’s.... 
how to get on the radar. (Participant 16C) 
 
In addition, in proving themselves, their demonstrated competencies did not 
guarantee them a promotion:  
 
So coming back to proving yourself...so in some ways you’re always 
up against an invisible thing that you just don’t know what it is. 
(Participant 6P) 
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Very challenging and you’re always taken to task, always tested daily. 
(Participant 11C) 
 
And I then got a new manager and I just knew straight away, he was 
not much older than me, and I just knew that I was going to be doing 
all his work and never invited to another meeting again. (Participant 
16C) 
 
In summary, the participants experienced the same requirement to constantly and 
repeatedly prove themselves and their competencies as professionals to the senior 
managers, clients and teams during their ongoing career development due to 
stereotypical gender perceptions still prevalent in their organisational cultures. This 
continual lower evaluation of their performance as managers and ongoing 
debasement was caused by the incongruity between their professional role and their 
gender-role requirements as identified by Eagly and Karau (2002) and Cabrera et al. 
(2009). This bias represents a significant disadvantage for women wanting to 
advance their careers. 
 
5.3 Sexism  
Further to the undervaluing and debasement of women, 31% of participants 
indicated that even sexism was still well entrenched in their organisations (Oakley, 
2000; Vinnicombe & Singh, 2003). Interestingly, it was not found in the expected 
places, such as on construction sites with lots of outsourced labour, but rather in the 
highest ranks of the company management as reported by one participant: 
I think there was definitely some men in senior positions who had a 
perception of women as being...what’s the word...there to serve them 
you might say and that was backed up by the Board to a large extent. I 
probably shouldn’t say this but ... A very senior manager was a [sic] 
well known as a womaniser and the Board would make jokes about it 
and that to me is their acceptance of it so that sets the tone for other 
men in the company. (Participant 12C) 
 
And it’s funny because I always found it more from the senior 
management people who had power than people who were onsite with 
you that you actually had to work for you.  I never once felt it with 
like...say onsite where you have a project engineer and a 
superintendent … I never felt my gender was...or my sex was an issue 
with those people that I worked with; it was more that I was on their 
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team and we were working together and we needed each other.  Yeah 
it’s funny but with senior management definitely felt it you know. 
(Participant 12C) 
 
Participants 1P and 16C described their experiences of attending work 
functions with male colleagues and experiencing sexual harassment after a few 
drinks: 
 
Everything from you know commenting on my arse as I left a room 
to...and some of it is the tone is different so some of it you kind of go 
we’re you just having a brain explosion and then others is you know 
smutty stuff like are you sleeping with that manager tonight or if 
you’ve just gone to the toilet at a...and they’re generally over hour 
functions as well...but if you’ve gone to the toilet with say...you’ve 
walked back from going to the toilet with a man, which happened to 
me, and then to be asked you know wow you’re really puffing did he 
bend you over the sink.  And they were two senior managers. 
(Participant 16C) 
 
Oh things like...oh my goodness, I shouldn’t even tell you this...they go 
up to girls and say ‘pull your top down and show us your tits’. 
(Participant 1P) 
 
Further, participant 16C shared her discomfort with the underlying cultural 
expectation that women get promotions or get to the top of their careers and 
organisations not by hard work but rather having sexual relationships with their 
managers: 
 
I think that sort of for me...although the thing that makes me feel 
uncomfortable about it is that as a woman there’s always that tie to 
‘are they having sex’. I know that’s really terrible but construction is 
a really simple, primitive game and the people in it are pretty simple. 
(Participant 16C) 
 
This cultural expectation was reinforced by the concerns from the managers’ 
wives about the female managers being invited out with their male colleagues when 
travelling, as suggested by Participant 12C: 
 
They weren’t allowed to by their wives...that’s a very big one.  
Yeah...yeah that one has come up quite a bit I would say.  Particularly 
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working away from home, wives tend to object to my working with 
their husbands away from home. (Participant 12C) 
 
According to the participants, the sexualisation of women in the workplace in 
project-based organisation continues. Female project managers continue to 
experience not only debasement but also sexual harassment in organisations which 
are characterised by a masculine culture. Their career advancement is sometimes 
credited to sexual relationships or perhaps sexual favours and not their value or 
capabilities as professionals. Some of them are subjected to sexual harassment at 
work and at work functions. Sadly, this behaviour seems to be exhibited by senior 
leaders of organisations and often sets the standard for the organisational culture.  
 
5.3 Second-generation gender bias 
As described in section 2.1.2, within work contexts second-generation gender 
bias has been offered as an explanation for female underrepresentation in 
organisations (CEDA, 2013; Ely et al., 2011; Ibarra & Kessler, 2013; Vanderbroeck, 
2010). It has the potential to influence recruitment and promotion practices (Byrne & 
Neuman, 1992; Powell, 2012), limit access to informal networks (Ibarra et al., 2013; 
Perrewe & Nelson, 2004), create in-group favouritism (Bazerman, 2006) and affect 
organisational politics (Perrewe & Nelson, 2004), acting as an ‘invisible barrier’ to 
female advancement to leadership ranks (CEDA, 2013). 
 
5.3.1 Favouritism/mateship 
A total of 31% of participants reported losing commercial and promotional 
opportunities due to gender-based favouritism, described by Bazerman (2006) as a 
tendency to favour members of groups one belongs to, and which is reinforced by the 
culture of mateship (Sinclair, 2005): 
They’re more than happy to have a coffee with me but when there is a 
real opportunity they will go to one of the boys. (Participant 1P) 
 
I thought I’d demonstrated myself … but then I think relationships 
beat that hands over fists and that’s again where women can struggle 
because there is a mateship, there is a network. (Participant 6P) 
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I asked for it. It took about six months and eventually I got it. In that 
time there was another engineer within the company who was on the 
same project as a project engineer, nowhere near the experience of 
me, had been offered another job and within two weeks he’d been 
promoted to the same position…So you know for me to fight for six 
months to get what I wanted and for him to just get it in a matter of 
two weeks just. (Participant 12C) 
 
This unconscious bias, causing preferences for people ‘similar’ to senior 
management, reinforces gender stereotypes, as reported by three participants (Byrne 
& Neuman, 1992; Powell, 2012):  
 
I think it’s because they like to work with people who are similar to 
them, it’s easier and that...yeah and I think it’s like easier for them to 
get along and be mates and it’s part of the buddy, buddy environment. 
Maybe it’s not easier...I don’t know...just seems like it is. (Participant 
8C) 
 
I think they put people into a position of power that emulate 
themselves so single males...predominately males with a stay-at-home 
wife and children that might socialise with like go cycling or 
whatever, that they’re very comfortable around. (Participant 16C) 
 
When at the top you’ve got a person that thinks oh you know I need 
people who can make decisions around me; decision-makers are men. 
So even though they don’t consciously think that, they unconsciously 
go and choose guys because if feels right...oh he feels right, he’s the 
right cut. (Participant 6P) 
 
 On the other hand, on the question of experiencing any gender-based bias or 
stereotyping two of the respondents didn’t think bias existed in their organisations; 
however, they qualified their perceptions to mean any overt or conscious bias only: 
 
Not overtly but I suppose only to the extent to which there’s sort of a 
notion that there’s a more senior male to deal with. I’ve had cases of 
that and look there were instances where I was the junior in any event. 
I wonder if that is still a little bit of a perception and maybe I need to 
start to deal with that, that there’s a sense of the guys that I interact 
with that well we need to get this result so we will resolve it with the 
more senior male on the project. (Participant 14P)  
 
I didn’t find...honestly because of the strict policy the company has I 
didn’t feel discriminated against...at least not the tangible one you … 
you know sometimes it’s hidden. (Participant 15C) 
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Further, gender-based bias is often also reinforced by power and status 
(Cartwright & Gale, 1995; Harrison, 1972). Those who have currency with the CEO 
and backing by senior management experience an advantage in career progression. 
This is normally reserved for males due to social networks and favouritism, therefore 
disadvantaging women:  
 
He came in that afternoon and told me that actually he’d been told by 
more senior people within the business that a younger male who is 
having a meteoric rise through the business, may be due to his family 
connections to the business, his dad used to be a CEO of one of the 
group of companies, was actually going to be put in as my...as the 
project manager and I was going to be his deputy. (Participant 16C) 
 
Because you know how can a guy who has never had any development 
experience go into a regional role, which requires massive...like we 
were all teaching him. It would be like awarding it [sic] an assistant 
development manager; but just because he knows the CEO. 
(Participant 6P) 
 
The culture of mateship and favouritism found in project management 
disadvantages women and reinforces gendered work structures. Female 
participants reported lost commercial and promotional opportunities due to 
gender-based favouritism that is driven by power, status and bias for ‘sameness’.  
 
5.3.2 Company politics and excluding women from social networks 
Given that preparedness and having the skills to deal with political 
environments have a significant impact on career advancement, as suggested by 
Mainiero (1994), a lack of political awareness and skills to deal with organisational 
politics can produce career barriers for women as discussed in section 2.1.2 (Chugh 
& Sahgal, 2007; Oakley, 2000; Perrewe & Nelson, 2004; Van Der Boom, 2003). 
When asked about whether both women and men are affected by the same challenges 
in career development one participant suggested that there seems to be a different set 
of rules for women and men when securing a promotion: 
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When it comes from a woman it’s almost like a...there’s that whole 
gender thing about you know is that an advance or you know what’s 
going on…flirtatious thing whereas when it comes from a guy it’s like 
you know this is my right hand and it’s comrades at arms and it’s sort 
of...it becomes quite military. Yes so they sort of have their kind of 
rank and file. So I do think that helps getting a leg up. (Participant 
6P) 
 
The same participant further described her frustration with, and difficulty in, 
understanding and managing those politics: 
And a lot of the politics I see lie in that they pretend x is happening 
but it’s y and this come back to the Bronte sisters of the polite speak 
and what we say we do versus what...there’s lots of mixed messages 
going on. (Participant 6P) 
 
A total of 56% of participants confirmed their exclusion from informal social 
networks referred to as ‘boys’ clubs’:  
There’s probably bit of a...um I don’t know if there is a bit of a men’s 
club sort of  mentality. (Participant 3P) 
  
About six or eight of them every second Wednesday went and played 
golf...and that group of...it was selected on who played golf and who 
they liked to hang out with so it actually filtered through different 
levels, so no I wasn’t invited to that. (Participant 16C) 
 
Further, this not only excluded women from socialising with their peers and 
senior management but also excluded them from being visible and building social 
networks that traditionally help with promotion (Chugh & Sahgal, 2007; Ibarra et al., 
2013; Oakley, 2000; Van Der Boon, 2003). The exclusion of women was often 
disguised as an assumption that women would not be interested in attending the 
events: 
They go ‘it’s a rugby function.’ ‘Yes I know but I’m interested in 
going.’ My clients get invited and I don’t get invited and I find out that 
my clients are invited because I look through the list that gets 
distributed to all the directors and think hang on a second, this is the 
first time I’ve heard of this and my clients are on the list and I haven’t 
been invited. ‘Oh sorry, didn’t think you’d be interested in going to 
the rugby’. (Participant 1P) 
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I think for me that situation it was very hard for me to position myself 
to be noticed and because quite often you know the boys would go to 
rugby matches or the cricket or you know go out for beers or whatever 
and that was how they bonded but either I  wouldn’t be invited 
or...they weren’t allowed to by their wives...that’s a very big one. 
Yeah...yeah that one has come up quite a bit I would say. Particularly 
working away from home, wives tend to object to my working with 
their husbands away from home. (Participant 12C) 
 
Further, some women would exclude themselves from those events feeling 
uncomfortable in attending ‘blokey’ and male-dominated events and perhaps 
jeopardising their own career prospects: 
I think that’s probably um more challenging because it is ultimately a 
very blokey...it’s very much centred around sport and those sorts of 
functions. And I think there’s times when you’re in a situation where 
it’s the...it’s so imbalanced you sort of stand out like a sore thumb at 
times. I do find it a bit difficult actually and I wouldn’t sort of benefit 
from how other people do because I mean you know if you’re all 
lawyers in the same room it’s sort of 50/40...the imbalance...gender 
imbalance isn’t as obvious so I do find if you’re rocking into a room 
and you’re one of 100 people and there’s 10 females, I do find it’s a 
bit awkward. (Participant 14P)  
 
At the management level it’s like golf and all that sort of stuff that 
women generally aren’t really that interested in so they probably feel 
a bit excluded from a lot of that sort of thing … if they’re not part of 
the group then why...why would they get help or assistance... get 
noticed. (Participant 5C) 
 
 
 The impact of culture can be seen in the commitment, job satisfaction and 
psychological wellbeing of organisational members (Cartwright & Cooper, 1989, 
1992). This study supports that with several participants indicating the fatigue caused 
by stereotypes and the efforts made to resist them:  
And I suppose you know the lowlight is that I think it’s a little bit of a 
tough gig out there for females and I’ve had to work very, very hard 
and I believe that I have missed out on opportunities in large projects 
because I didn’t fit in. I didn’t fit the, what do you call it...the 
stereotype. (Participant 1P) 
 
We were ready to go as fiery as the guys are on career progression 
but our signals are different and our signals are misread and in the 
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end you know it’s just exhaustion from signalling and not getting a 
response. (Participant 6P) 
 
Two of the participants described the effects of the gendered culture in their 
organisations as being very taxing on their careers and even motivated them to leave 
the industry due to the ongoing and relentless challenges the culture delivers: 
 
And half of the female challenges sometimes are almost non-verbal 
sort of stuff so it’s very difficult for them to even pick up on what 
they’re doing because they just sort of...I guess...you know my friend 
says it’s just a constant...if you sort describe an event singularly it 
doesn’t seem like a big deal but on every single project that you work 
on it’s the same sort of stuff. (Participant 9C) 
 
I think it’s gradual water torture that they just … over time you know 
you start out with such gusto and enthusiasm and you’ve got a lot of 
energy and can withstand...you know you’re very resilient and you 
can withstand all the harassment and the discrimination but after 15 
years of it you’ve had a gut full and you think I can’t do this any 
longer, I’m exhausted and there has to be a better life out there and 
I’m not getting anywhere...like I’m sick of the battle and I think it’s 
really hard for women to put their finger on one incident where they 
go I’ve been harassed here and that was the main turning point for 
them. I think for most it’s a gradual denting of the armour and I think 
it’s just over time...you know bits and pieces all adding up...the sexual 
harassment, the fighting constantly for equal pay, the fighting for 
opportunities, the being knocked back for opportunities. I think over 
time... after 15 years I was bloody exhausted and glad to be out of the 
industry you know. And I lost my love and the energy for it … I want 
to moon walk out of these organisations, I’m so happy I don’t work for 
them any longer because I don’t fight any longer ... you can pay me 
loads of money but it’s still not enough any longer. (Participant 16C) 
 
Others confirmed that their decision to leave an organisation was driven by 
the organisational culture within their companies or their management and their 
adverse effect on their lives, work satisfaction or fulfilment:  
I sort of...probably the best way I can describe it is um can I go to 
work for this company and look myself in the mirror every day?  And I 
was sort of at the point where I thought you know what I probably 
can’t. (Participant 12C) 
 
 And I went in and spoke to them about it [unequal pay] and in the end 
they put me up to $40,000 but by that stage I was so disillusioned with 
the management that I decided to leave. (Participant 9C) 
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In summary, the participants acknowledged the existence of different rules 
governed by the political environments in their project-based organisations, which 
affect their careers and create barriers to their advancement. Those heavily 
politicised environments favour men through mateship and ‘boys’ clubs’ that prevent 
women from participating in social networks where organisational politics and 
favouritism are created and reinforced. As a result, participants felt excluded, 
overlooked in promotions and stifled in their career progression. That often led to 
frustration and decisions to leave their organisations and, in some cases, even 
industries.  
 
5.4 Chapter summary 
The majority of participants named a number of cultural dimensions—dominance 
of a masculine organisational culture, role incongruity and leadership bias, 
sexualisation and debasement of women, favouritism and mateship in promotions, 
and the exclusion of women from social networks—as key barriers to progressing 
their careers, answering the second critical research question about how the cultural 
characteristics of project-based working environments affect career progression of 
female project managers. Some of the participants experienced Gale and 
Cartwright’s (1995) ‘macho’ environment, characterised by aggression and hostility, 
experienced tension, stress and a loss of self-confidence. Others encountered gender-
based stereotyping and bias that led them to feeling a lack of ‘fit’ with the project 
culture. Further, the unconscious bias influencing the recruitment and promotion 
practices in their organisations, coupled with favouritism and a lack of access to 
formal networks, created invisible barriers to their advancement to leadership ranks. 
 
Those who experience those challenges seem to be frustrated, fed up, disillusioned 
and, in some cases, disengaged from their organisations and the project management 
profession. However, despite the structural and cultural barriers that women 
generally face in progressing their careers in project management, many women 
develop strategies to overcome them, with some succeeding in achieving leadership 
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positions. The action dimensions relevant to women’s career strategies are discussed 
in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 6:  Results – Action Dimensions 
The analyses in Chapters 4 and 5 focused on the structural and cultural dimensions 
that create barriers for women’s career progression in project-based organisations. 
This chapter focuses on the action dimension and considers how women manage 
these barriers and what strategies they actively develop and employ to navigate and 
minimise adverse effects (Clerc & Kels, 2013; Evetts, 2000). This chapter addresses 
the third central research question: 
RQ3:  What strategies do female project managers utilise to progress their 
careers in project-based organisations in Australia? 
 
According to Evetts (2000), women actively build their careers out of the 
conditions created by the structural and cultural forces and constraints of 
organisational careers. These are then mediated through individuals’ decisions, 
responses and choices.  
 
6.1 Having one’s own career path  
There were a variety of views regarding the best advice on how to manage a 
career in project-based organisations. Catalyst (1998, 2000) and Chugh and Saghal 
(2007) claim that most women do not plan their careers and that a lack of planning is 
one of the main obstacles to women’s career advancement. Jones and DeFillippi 
(1996) posit that due to the transitory nature of projects there is a necessity for 
project team members to be proactive in managing their own careers, as opposed to 
relying on their organisation. This was further reinforced by other researchers, who 
state that most project managers expect to progress their careers by developing 
leadership capabilities while participating in increasingly large, complex and 
challenging projects and by focusing on employability, development opportunities 
and self-reliance (Bredin & Söderlund, 2013; Debourse & Archibald, 2012; Müller & 
Turner, 2010).  
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6.1.1 Actively managing one’s own career 
In contrast to the claims by Catalyst (1998, 2000) and Chugh and Saghal 
(2007), this current study identified that the majority of female project managers 
(62%) use proactive career planning and self-manage their careers as strategies to 
progress their careers.  It seems that the very nature of project management work—
with a focus on progress and delivery on objectives—together with a lack of career 
support in their organisations and the ongoing rhetoric about having to manage your 
own career, has a big effect on respondents’ commitment to career self-management. 
Two of the highly experienced respondents stressed the importance of having career 
goals and an understanding of their own needs, priorities and preferences for work 
environments, therefore aligning themselves for a suitable fit: 
I would like to think that in you know probably about three to five 
years time, if I stay with the organisation, that I would be sort of New 
South Wales General Manager or Assistant General Manager or 
thereabouts. (Participant 1P) 
 
I think women really need to understand what it is that they want and 
what they look for in terms of a company that they look for. You know 
is it that they want to work for a multibillion dollar company that has 
a lot of structure and a lot of programmes and you know those sorts of 
things or is it having a close relationship with your managers? Is 
honesty and integrity important to you? Is making money your driver? 
Is you know travel your driver? I think you really need to understand 
yourself first and foremost and then position yourself and align 
yourself with the things that matter to you. And don’t be afraid to say 
what you want...maybe not every day. (Participant 12C) 
 
Advice from some highly experienced respondents who have been working in 
their industries for quite some time to help women advance their careers also 
included: to actively manage their careers by choosing projects to work on, often 
projects with a higher profile; taking risks; and moving at strategic times that would 
help advance their careers. As explained by two participants: 
I should have positioned myself over there working on the 8 billion 
dollar project rather than the 200 million dollar project you know. So 
I still might do something about that but it’s just a few things like that 
that I think oh maybe I should have...if I’d thought about that more I 
could have positioned myself. It’s not too late but it’s again that 
actively managing your career, keeping that more to the fore and 
making sure that you’re happy and not complacent. (Participant 4P) 
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I think in my current role it will get to a point within the next 18 
months where I will have done all I can because of the change and all 
the processes that I’m putting into place I think it will get to a point 
where it runs smoothly and therefore it won’t be as much of [a] 
challenge and then I’ll be looking and I already am listening out to 
see what else is within [Company C] that I could possibly move into 
that area. (Participant 5C) 
 
Keeping oneself in check, looking back at personal achievements and 
revisiting career goals for the future were all seen to be part of actively managing 
one’s career, as outlined by Participant 12C: 
 
Setting myself the next real goal because I’ve put so much energy and 
time into getting to this project manager role it’s like every now and 
then I’ll sit back and go oh I’m here...you know what’s next. So I think 
that’s going to be my challenge to keep myself improving and pushing 
forward and being driven towards the next thing. (Participant 12C) 
 
Participant 14P advocated that there may be a need to move on, change 
organisations or even industries if a woman assesses her career progress and future 
opportunities and finds the prospect for progression to be minimal: 
 
I think you’ve got to drive your own objectives and the extent to which 
the company is receptive and I think you just test that and either there 
is or there isn’t or just then [sic] got to start looking elsewhere. 
(Participant 14P) 
 
Similarly, Participant 5C explained that her reason for moving companies 
was the lack of opportunities: 
 
And it was the same in my previous company but there just wasn’t any 
roles at that level so that was the problem, they’ll say you can go far, 
we can see you climbing up the ladder and all that sort of stuff but 
there was nowhere to climb. (Participant 5C) 
 
Two of the respondents who were married and had children made a point that 
their choice of strategies were influenced by their family needs at the time, resulting 
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in balancing and managing those needs with the timing of being more assertive about 
their careers: 
 
I actually asked to be moved at strategic times. But the last job I’ve 
stayed in for five years was probably again too long...it was too 
comfortable but it was also the kids doing their HSC as well. 
(Participant 4P) 
 
I’m with the company for 11 ½ years and the only reason I’m with 
them is because it’s convenient. I have my kids, I need my flexibility, 
they trust me you know and I’ve been very afraid of taking on 
challenges and not being able to juggle in my family and my career. 
(Participant 1P) 
 
Participant 4P went on to describe the need to prioritise work and family and 
her choice to “take a back seat” in her career for a period of time in order to manage 
her family responsibilities:  
 
It’s a real balance because there are times in your life like when my 
kids were doing their HSC and there was a few options of things that 
came up that I applied for and I didn’t get and I was actually...I 
thought it was probably not the right time because you’ve got to pick 
the time that’s right for you whereas now you know my kids have 
finished school, they’re at uni and they’re fairly self-sufficient so 
taking on a new role is...is the right time. So there’d probably been 
times when I could have been more actively managing my career and 
that’s probably my choice where I’ve taken a back seat because I had 
to balance what was going on at home and work to keep everything in 
alignment if you know what I mean. (Participant 4P) 
 
Another respondent, faced with similar family responsibilities, leaned on her 
husband for support and decided on role reversal as a strategy: 
 
He’s going to stay home for about three months just to give us a break 
because it’s quite busy.  So we share the drop offs and the pickups… 
So hopefully he’ll go back to work three days a week in about three 
month’s time but um hopefully not full-time, it’s very, very busy. 
(Participant 1P) 
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Three of the respondents also highlighted the need to make others aware of 
your aims and career goals as an important ingredient to success. One respondent 
called it ‘lobbying’ for a promotion: 
 
I suppose telling your boss where you want to go...yeah. (Participant 
2C) 
 
I made sure that people knew that I was interested, I wanted to do it, 
which project I wanted and I lobbied very hard for it. (Participant 4P) 
 
I think the only way or the only times I ever got what I wanted was to 
be brutally blunt and honest. Working twice as hard or doing a better 
job or those sorts of things didn’t seem to cut it. (Participant 12C) 
 
One other component mentioned by respondents to successfully manage 
one’s own career progression was being proactive and resilient to challenges: 
 
I aimed for that. I know my career path. Then at my age I don’t need 
anyone to give me...if I was a graduate it would be great okay. I’ve 
done many back and forward and trial [sic] at roles as well 
unfortunately ... I’ve been back and forwards, back and forwards, I 
know the way. I’m going to look after that. (Participant 15C) 
 
But I think essentially you’re largely responsible for your own 
development. If the support isn’t there you’re never going to get 
anywhere but you have to be onto it. (Participant 12C) 
 
Like I haven’t had anyone help me or say what to do next or anything 
like that, it’s always been very much driven by myself. (Participant 
8C) 
 
6.1.2 Building support of internal networks 
In addition, seeking the support of internal networks and often a senior male 
manager was a strategy identified by two of the participants, who identified this as a 
unique requirement for women in contrast to males. They believed that their male 
colleagues either did not seem to need this sort of support and endorsement, or were 
more successful in building networks and relationships with the right people: 
 
If you are a female working in the industry the only way you really 
progress is [if] someone older or more senior than you takes you 
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under their wing and that person is typically a male. If you are a male 
in the industry you don’t seem to need that sort of endorsement from 
an older person. They seem to just like progress much easier and I 
don’t know if it’s because females are less likely to voice themselves 
and their wants are sort of...hope that someone notices them whereas 
a male will come out and say I want this, I want that and it’s you know 
perfectly okay for them to do that. (Participant 9C) 
 
Well I think in the same [sic] that males you know from what I 
gather...observing males, they’re very good at the networking 
experience but then also leveraging relationships within their own 
organisations. I think they might consciously or unconsciously...well 
probably consciously really but I haven’t had the discussion...you 
know they’ll identify individuals with whom they need to build 
relationships with, that they need [to] demonstrate capabilities to 
[sic] so they sort [of] start to form those relationships. I think it’s a 
combination of...I think you have to adopt a similar model as well 
which is recognising the network opportunities and leveraging 
opportunities within your own organisation but then also you need to 
be pretty clear about what you do and don’t want to achieve. 
(Participant 14P) 
 
6.1.3 Developing political skills 
James (1998), in exploring the profiles of 50 successful women, found that 
the most successful women were “politically seasoned” (p. 67). This study confirms 
the use of political skills to advance in project-based organisations. Navigating the 
political landscape in the organisation was suggested as being critical to managing 
one’s own career progression by one of the respondents: 
 
You’re in a system and if it’s unpalatable to the company to raise any 
issues...I think a lot of women mistakenly think when people say that 
they’re...it’s an open and transparent organisation they mean they can 
speak their mind and that’s career suicide, you cannot speak your 
mind. You can message ...if you’re going message sad news for 
example, if you feel you’re being passed over, you’d say I’ve carried 
the water for three managers and now it’s my time, I’ve drawn the line 
in the sand. You can’t say three guys have frickin...you know...and 
they haven’t even got the.... You’ve got to be careful how you do 
it...say it. (Participant 6P) 
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Further, the same respondent suggested that political manoeuvring within an 
organisation must be coupled with a lot of lobbying and self-promotion, noting that 
such strategies are “incredibly uncomfortable” for women: 
 
So you know that’s how...and you’ve just got to watch that because it 
is the higher up you go it’s much more competitive...it’s much more 
about what you don’t say, your body language and how you physically 
convey yourself and um...you’ve just got to keep that currency with 
people ...to maintain the status quo of who you are you’ve got to do a 
lot of lobbying and a lot of self promotion which is incredibly 
uncomfortable. (Participant 6P) 
 
You’re trying to work out a bit of a profile on each person that you’re 
trying to influence as well so you therefore target what you say to 
them depending on what currency you can build to reinforce your own 
skill set. It’s really challenging in these times and look that’s the best 
approach I’ve taken now. In the past you know I’ve got awards, I’ve 
got all of that...externally I’m very highly recognised, it’s very hard 
internally when you’re dealing with the politics because the guys are 
also circling. (Participant 6P) 
 
In summary, many of the women interviewed recognised that proactively 
managing their careers by having a mapped-out career path, knowing what they 
wanted to achieve and communicating their career aspirations to their managers was 
needed in order to be promoted and to progress within their organisations or 
industries. They also identified the need to have ‘backing’—support of senior 
managers promoting them up the chain of command in their organisations—and to 
be politicly savvy. More specifically, it was recognised that for those who had to 
balance their work and family obligations their careers had to take a step back in 
order to balance those responsibilities throughout their careers. In some instances it 
was necessary to stay in a role or an organisation for a longer period of time than 
preferred, while others required making some family adjustments such as role 
reversal for caring responsibilities. 
 
6.2 Self-improvement  
One of the most widely used career progression strategies, as found in this 
study, was ongoing ‘self-improvement’ through education and training, mentoring 
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and networking. Most female project managers interviewed in this study who were 
interested in vertically progressing their careers engaged in additional training and 
education to enhance their skills and competencies, effectively building specific 
skills and receiving mentoring inside and outside their organisations.  
 
6.2.1 Additional education and training  
Additional education and training was identified as a key requirement and 
strategy for career advancement, particularly to the executive suite (Chugh & Sahgal, 
2008; Lemons & Parzinger, 2001; Melamed, 1996). In support of Burke and McKeen 
(as cited in Chugh & Sahgal, 2008, p. 359), who suggested that women who seek 
additional training in their careers are seen as more organisationally committed and 
enjoy higher career prospects, when asked about additional training to help advance 
their careers 50% of participants talked about recognising the need to refresh their 
skills in order to stay competitive in their fields. Table 2 provides a summary of 
some of the additional training examples participants either undertook or considered 
taking to enhance their career progression. 
Table 6.1 
Summary of additional training examples 
Participant Additional training taken Additional training 
considered 
Participant 1P Leadership training – offered by 
employer 
 
Participant 4P Masters Degree – own initiative (part-
time while working full-time) 
 
Participant 5C Diploma of Project Management – 
own initiative 
Graduate Certificate of Project 
management – own initiative 
Leadership training 
Participant 6P Leadership training – offered by 
employer 
 
Participant 7C Leadership training – offered by 
employer 
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Participant 8C  Diploma of Project Management – 
own initiative 
 
 
Participant 9C Masters Degree – own initiative (part-
time while working full-time) 
 
Participant 10P Postgraduate Diploma of Property 
Economics – own initiative (part-time 
while working full-time) 
 
Participant 12C PHD Degree  
Participant 13C  Leadership training 
Participant 14P Postgraduate Diploma of Property 
Economics – own initiative (part-time 
while working full-time) 
 
Participant 15C  Masters Degree 
 
The women in this study seemed to be willing to carry the heavy load of 
work, study and family responsibilities in order to place themselves in a better 
position for advancement: 
I also did...went back and completed my Masters so again I think that 
willingness to admit that you need to refresh your skills and are 
willing to take on more training. But I actually started that and then I 
got the new role anyway so it was a bit difficult but that was fine. 
(Participant 4P) 
 
I learnt very quickly you had to learn to make yourself indispensable 
one way or other. (Participant 6P) 
 
Well I sort of think in the construction industry...once you get a 
construction management degree there’s not much further you can go 
and I just thought you know it might be something that sets me apart 
from the average person. (Participant 9C) 
 
Two participants took up additional training to up-skill in the areas they 
wanted to move into with their careers or to position themselves for careers in 
corporate management: 
 
I wanted to change into project management from engineering and 
yeah I just wanted those basic skills. (Participant 5C) 
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Currently you know it’s from project to project basically but if I want 
to sort of become...I think taking that to another managerial level I’m 
really going to have to look at some sort of external study 
opportunities because I don’t think I’ll actually get that in the 
current...if I just continued on my current path. (Participant 14P) 
 
Other participants stressed the need to continuously learn and gain new skills 
in order to build their confidence and feel more comfortable in their work 
environments: 
 
For me it was more about adding to my knowledge and feeling more 
comfortable in those conversations so when you’re talking with the 
expert on this or that you actually know the basis they’re working 
from. So it was more about adding value to me in terms of my skill set. 
Whether other people see it that way I’m not sure but it gave me more 
comfort. (Participant 4P) 
 
Confidence… Because yeah it’s just letters after your name after all 
really but...it would make me feel motivated and happy with myself. I 
think that’s the main thing. (Participant 5C) 
 
6.2.2 Coaching  
Further to training, only two of the participants saw coaching as part of the 
professional development required to improve their skills and performance. In one 
instance external coaching was offered by the respondent’s company in an attempt to 
assist in her career development and progression: 
What [Company 13] has actually done is they’ve actually given me a 
coach so I’ve got an external coach for just that reason and so it was 
a case of look you know what do we do here and so we looked at a 
mentoring programme and so thought no actually an external coach is 
probably better for what I’m looking for career progression. And so 
[Company 13] said no that’s fine we’ll send you externally because 
we can’t help you internally. (Participant 13C) 
 
Another participant used company-sponsored coaching as a strategy to better 
position herself to take advantage of future promotions within her organisation. She 
was proactive in seeking out the coaching opportunity with her Human Resource 
department: 
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I actually had coaching twice so the first time I had coaching was 
when I missed out on the promotion to Development Director and I 
went to HR and I said look I don’t know what I’ve done wrong and 
she said why don’t we get you some coaching just to work on you 
know what you did and so that was...a lot of that was about 
strategically positioning myself and understanding people and their 
relationships. (Participant 4P) 
 
Following the success of the first coaching experience, the same participant 
used coaching again. This time, in addition to attending coaching herself the 
coaching sessions were also extended to the team she managed; the coaching was not 
only beneficial for her but also for her team and the overall project outcomes: 
 
And then the second time I got coaching I had the team that I ran for 
five years...we had a few interesting personalities in there and I was 
finding I was spending more time managing people and their sort of 
personal problems than I was on the project so I then approached HR 
and said look we need to deal with this… So all of that process which 
is sort of coaching/team building that was very...we were very 
cohesive after that. (Participant 4P) 
 
6.2.3 Mentoring 
As identified by Giddis (2003), Smith (2005) and Ragins (1989), mentoring 
plays a critical role for women competing in male-dominated environments by being 
a resource to help level the playing field. This study confirms that mentoring seems 
to be a popular strategy for career progression. Half of the women (50%) appeared to 
recognise the need for mentoring even if they themselves did not participate in any 
mentoring programs. Some participants were mentored informally or were seeking 
formal mentors, others mentored younger staff within their organisations or within 
the programs of professional associations as a way of building their presence. 
 
One participant who was seeking a mentor outside her own organisation 
explained her challenges with finding the right type of mentor within her industry, 
attributing the conservative nature of the organisation and lack of understanding of 
female challenges in career progression as the reason: 
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Last year my immediate boss sort of recognised that we don't have 
anybody in the organisation who can mentor me to the way that I need 
to be mentored to progress. Our organisation is fairly um...very 
conservative and we didn’t really have anybody who would be very 
helpful to me...you know it’s just a bunch of middle-aged males with 
wives at home and…you know it’s just a fairly conservative industry. 
(Participant 1P) 
 
More often the participants engaged in non-formal mentoring activities, 
relying on friends and family: 
 
I don’t and I never have [a mentor]. I mean I’ve had my dad. 
(Participant 5C) 
 
I have a few different types of mentors if you know what I mean. Like I 
have one lady who really helps me with the leadership and the 
behavioural type stuff. You know she really just lets me talk and asks 
questions of why do you think that is and you know so essentially I 
come up with my own solutions. So she’s been great in helping me 
realise I am who I am and that’s good enough. I have a couple of 
other mentors who...like they’re really friends I guess but I respect 
them a lot for their approach in what they do and their integrity so I 
talk to them quite often, like they might ring me on their way home 
from work and just have a chat and I feel comfortable going to them 
and saying you know how do you handle this? (Participant 12C) 
 
Not an official mentor but um again when I was in Brisbane there was 
a Director there who we worked quite closely with...there was myself 
and a more junior PM [project manager] and she and I both worked 
very closely with him and learnt a lot from him. He was just somebody 
who was able to give the time. (Participant 3P) 
 
In summary, self-improvement whether through additional training, coaching 
or mentoring seems to be an important strategy that female project managers use in 
their career progression. Interestingly, as mentioned by several respondents, the self-
confidence that comes with the additional degrees, training and recognition is 
important to these women in their career journeys. Mentoring was perceived as an 
important ingredient in establishing contacts, developing networks and reducing 
learning curves when pursuing upward career advancement.  
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6.3 Being proactive to achieve visibility 
Being proactive in one’s role, the organisation and the industry was perceived 
by nearly half of the respondents (43%) to be an important career strategy to help 
with visibility, therefore being advantageous for women’s careers. Riley (2006) 
identifies that maintaining visibility is a success strategy, a claim supported by 
Gallagher and Golant (2001) and Williams (2000). The need to proactively build 
visibility is confirmed by this study, with participants citing the need to: be involved 
with various projects, put yourself forward for additional responsibilities, offer to 
attend senior-level meetings and committees, be active internally and externally to 
the organisation, deliver organisational improvements, attend networking functions 
and so on. The ways to be proactive spanned from demonstrating interest in the 
company and the industry to actually taking on additional responsibilities and tasks 
on top of their daily jobs.  
One respondent talked about her strategy of participating in various areas of 
the business as a small way of being involved and being recognised: 
 
I’m involved in Business Development; I’m involved in training; I’m 
involved in looking at how we can do things better, more efficient. I’m 
always putting my hand...I’ve always put my hand up, yes how can I 
help? Yes, I’ll take that on, I’ll do that. And it’s just all the extra little 
bits that...I think it really helps and I always make a huge effort to go 
to every social function. I go to the formal ones; informal ones I just 
can’t always go but I always make an effort to be involved...to be seen 
and to be heard. (Participant 1P) 
 
Another participant spoke about her attempts to improve company procedures 
and processes, attend strategic meetings and network as her way of showing 
eagerness and enthusiasm for additional accountabilities: 
 
Well a lot of the stuff I’m already trying to do now is attending a lot of 
the leadership and management forums, so [a] manager had 
nominated me to go to a lot of the higher-level meetings so I’m getting 
more involved in the high-level company procedures, processes rather 
than the nitty gritty and just trying to come up with...well I’ve already 
developed some new processes to you know improve the company and 
improve the way IT works...networking, always a good one and 
yeah...I try to speak to the General Manager and my Manager as 
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much as I can and you know around the company as well. (Participant 
5C) 
 
Yet another respondent explained that showing initiative and proactively 
participating in industry associations is another way of demonstrating dedication and 
commitment to the profession: 
 
The extent to which you’re probably passionate and committed to the 
industry generally so you know I think also seeing your commitment in 
other areas, not necessarily within the organisation but affiliated is 
also a good way. (Participant 14P) 
 
6.4 Positioning yourself for a promotion 
In support of Brooks and Brooks (1999) and Catalyst (2001) findings, putting 
oneself forward for increased responsibilities and additional accountabilities was 
perceived as a key strategy to achieve recognition and position oneself for a 
promotion by over half of the respondents (56%). 
Participants 1P, 10P and 4P explained how doing work above their level of 
responsibility and proving their competencies, motivation, commitment and 
leadership qualities was positioning them as being capable to work at higher career 
levels and was important to be considered for advancement:   
 
Well I probably had to do stuff that I...that nobody else in my sort of 
level was doing. You know I always had to...and that goes for the 
males as well but I think they get recognition a lot easier and a lot 
quicker than females do...so I was doing stuff above my level and at a 
very early age and consistently and just you know to get recognition 
that I was doing more I had to...I had to be a lot more verbal, a lot 
more pushy. (Participant 1P) 
 
Don’t think it’s necessarily unique to this industry or company or 
organisation but I think you sort of need to do the next job before you 
get the next job if you know what I mean. So I think you need to prove 
that you’ve got the knowledge, the skill, the motivation, the tenacity, 
the leadership...whatever it is that you take...you almost take that role 
off your manager before your manager goes elsewhere and you take 
their role I think...that’s my view anyway. (Participant 10P) 
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I think I need to work on positioning myself for a management role 
and being seen as a competent manager and... I think I need to...it’s 
really sad because I love working on projects but … being more about 
managing. (Participant 4P) 
 
Participant 6P spoke about utilising her networks to make it known that she 
was looking for promotional opportunities and to keep on people’s radars: 
 
So I’ve got a very strong network, the question then comes to well is 
that currency in the organisation and it is when they need to draw on 
it and it is when people know about it so you’ve got to just keep...you 
know it’s kind of like the taxi, you’ve got to have your little light on 
and be sending out the message that you’ve got all that...and looking 
for the opportunity and I think it’s also more and more I realise 
you’ve got to sense the opportunity and put the plug in one way or 
other. (Participant 6P) 
 
6.5 Actively promoting yourself 
A number of respondents (37%) talked about the need to promote 
themselves—what Laud and Johnson (2012) refer to as “building self brand”—as 
another strategy to improve their chances of advancing their careers (p. 241). Even 
though self-promotion did not seem to be a comfortable approach, it was perceived 
by many respondents as necessary, particularly in project-based organisations, due to 
the very competitive nature of the environment. 
Two of the respondents noted that promoting oneself needed to go hand in 
hand with having a sponsor—often a male manager—who would also promote one’s 
accomplishments and open doors to advancement: 
 
You have to promote yourself up, you can’t rely on...I think you have 
to have someone sponsoring you and pushing your barrow but I also 
think you also have to be the good news story teller. It’s constantly 
getting themselves in front of people and telling them how good you 
are. (Participant 16C) 
 
 So most of my time and energy with the new manager is convincing 
him that I’m on top of it, I’m in control and giving him that confidence 
that I know what I’m doing. (4P) 
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Similarly, Participant 4P further suggested that just doing a great job is not 
enough for recognition, suggesting the need to promote through external 
opportunities, such as speaking at conferences or workshops, but at the same time 
pay special attention to networks and relationships and ensure that those are nurtured. 
She recognised, in a similar way to other respondents, that networks are important 
and need to play a lead role in promoting your accomplishments:   
 
You can go along doing a good job but no one will really recognise 
that so...and I’m quite interested in other things so I quite often will 
take on sort of outside projects or things that promote what we’re 
doing, you know like speaking at a conference or a workshop or 
something just to actually promote my team and the work that we’re 
doing. So I guess promoting internally and externally and having 
really good relationships with all of my key stakeholders so that the 
feedback that comes to the company from my stakeholders is always 
positive. So I always...you know I’m managing in and out all the time. 
(Participant 4P) 
 
Participant 5C also supported the role of relationships in promoting oneself 
and one’s team by explaining her proactive initiatives to meet new people and build 
relationships in her organisation: 
 
So I just introduce myself to people...I mean when I got here I didn’t 
know anybody so it was all about just ringing people up and meeting 
with them, explaining what I do, explaining what my team does, how 
we would work with them. Once I developed this process it was doing 
the same thing, advertising myself and what my team does. 
(Participant 5C) 
 
So it’s really advertising yourself and getting noticed; seeing you’re 
making a difference. (Participant 5C) 
 
Further supporting this notion, Participant 6P also suggested promoting other 
women as a way of promoting yourself: 
 
And also promote other women around you because that also reflects 
on you as well.” (Participant 6P) 
 
Participant 1P reinforced the need for self-promotion, taking initiative and 
putting yourself forward, believing that this is the strategy to make career progress: 
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No one is going to tell you to do anything; you’ve got to take the 
initiative. You’ve got to drive it, you’ve got to be involved...got to put 
yourself forward, just do a little bit extra and that little bit extra will 
take you a long way. (Participant 1P) 
 
While self-promotion is recognised as being important and necessary by most 
women, some of them also confirmed that self-promotion activities are difficult for 
women: 
 
It’s constantly getting themselves in front of people and telling them 
how good you are and that I found really hard to do. (Participant 
16C) 
 
I mean if there’s things that you believe are of benefit to the 
organisation you initiate yourself...but again it’s sort of tooting your 
own trumpet in a way. (Participant 14P) 
 
It wasn’t probably in my comfort zone actually again seeking those 
opportunities to promote my project. (Participant 4P) 
 
Eleven of the sixteen participants raised the need to be visible and self-
promote as being important strategies for career progression. The issue of low 
visibility seemed to be perceived by women as a real barrier to career advancement 
and hence multiple strategies were offered to deal with this. These women believed 
that being proactive, getting involved with various projects, putting themselves 
forward for additional responsibilities and participation, promoting themselves, their 
teams and their achievements internally and externally to the organisation, delivering 
organisational improvements, building networks and self-promoting themselves 
would increase their recognition, their visibility to senior management and therefore 
their chances for promotion and career growth. While the strategies of being 
proactive and putting themselves forward seemed natural and desirable, self-
promotion was perceived as blowing your own trumpet; it was not a strategy that sat 
comfortably with participants. However, having the support of a social network or a 
male sponsor was perceived as a strategy for being noticed and considered for 
advancement. 
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6.6 Imitating male behaviours 
The literature suggests that women in male-dominated organisations are 
frequently found to behave in the way expected of all the organisation’s male actors 
(Gale & Cartwright, 1995; Gardiner & Tiggemann, 1999; Shimanoff & Jenkins, 
1991; Sinclair, 2005). It often seems that all must uphold the core values and 
behaviours of the project organisation. Women therefore appear to seek strategies to 
better fit in with the male-dominated culture, by either actually imitating some male 
behaviours or considering doing so (Gale & Cartwright, 1995). Vanderbroeck (2010) 
warns against imitating male behaviour as a key to career success, calling it a trap 
that prevents women from reaching the highest levels of leadership. 
However, when respondents were asked about what they would do differently 
in their careers 43% of participants suggested that they would behave more like their 
male colleagues. Participant 1P, recognising that her industry is quite competitive, 
said that she would have “pushed a lot harder” for career opportunities in her earlier 
years: 
I would have pushed a lot harder for opportunities at a much younger 
age...yeah I would definitely, I would have behaved a lot more...male 
a lot younger, yeah. Especially in this industry you know, the guys in 
this industry are quite pushy. (Participant 1P) 
 
Participant 16C spoke about taking ownership of success. She recognised that 
she used to attribute her success to her team instead of taking the credit for it herself, 
contrary to her male colleagues: 
 
If someone congratulated me ever, I would defer it to the team and say 
it was a team effort, where I’ve sort of since watched people, both men 
and women...even in my research, and I notice how they take 
ownership for the success rather than saying it’s a team effort. They 
really own the success. (Participant 16C) 
 
Participant 14P described how women should adopt a similar approach to 
males in building networks and leveraging the relationships for their own benefit in 
career progression: 
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Well I think in the same that males you know from what I 
gather...observing males, they’re very good at the networking 
experience but then also leveraging relationships within their own 
organisations. I think they might consciously or unconsciously...well 
probably consciously really but I haven’t had the discussion...you 
know they’ll identify individuals with whom they need to build 
relationships with, that they need [to] demonstrate capabilities to so 
they sort [of] start to form those relationships. I think it’s a 
combination of...I think you have to adopt a similar model as well 
which is recognising the network opportunities and leveraging 
opportunities within your own organisation but then also you need to 
be pretty clear about what you do and don’t to achieve. (Participant 
14P) 
 
Participant 16C explained that her male colleagues use a technique of 
arranging an exchange of support with their managers in order to secure a promotion 
or advancement. She suggested that such an approach, while very unfamiliar to her, 
may be a way to better career success: 
  
I was pretty bloody clear though with people in terms of where I 
wanted to go but maybe there needs to be more of an exchange in 
terms of I’ll be your project engineer and deliver really hard for you 
on this project and then at the end of this project you as the project 
manager are going to support me in promotion to project manager. 
Now that never happened to me because I just think I would have been 
blanked out of the way but I have discussed that with my male 
colleagues and that’s what one of them does or has done which I think 
is interesting. (Participant 16C) 
 
Participant 15C talked about being assertive and taking responsibility and 
being in control: 
 
Then facing the issues then I don’t consider myself a victim if 
something happened. I am the one making the change and have the 
control. For dealing with other teams or other people or other groups 
I have one of own strategies, honesty, being assertive...in that work 
environment must be assertive and sometimes you should...even your 
voice must show that. (Participant 15C) 
 
Interestingly, this participant did not see herself as adopting male 
characteristics but rather saw herself as using her feminine skills and attributes to her 
advantage: 
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Firstly I don’t try...I don’t pretend I’m a woman. Then we shouldn’t 
play as a man to be successful. Some women make that mistake. Our 
abilities as a woman will help us more. (Participant 15C) 
 
In contrast, other women suggested that using a feminine approach may be in 
fact more advantageous. Participant 4P described how her physical appearance and 
collaborative approach surprises people in relation to their preconceived expectations 
of her and how she thinks that provides her with an advantage at work: 
 
What I find...so like I’m not very tall...I’m not a very imposing woman. 
I’m quiet and what I find to my advantage is that people always...and I 
like to listen first and then say my piece...so people often 
underestimate me so I use that to my advantage. You know just 
because of my demeanour people will go oh and so they assume that 
you’re not going to assert your power and when you do assert your 
power they go wow. And I use that. So I don’t know really... I’m not... 
I don’t feel that I’m...I don’t know that I am...but I do feel that people 
do underestimate you because I don’t go in hard first. (Participant 
4P) 
 
Participant 6P described how her feminine approach helped her be more 
effective and build better relationships. She recognised that in the earlier years of her 
career she used to take a more harsh approach and be more direct in her dealings 
with people; however, she now favours a more collaborative and indirect approach, 
which is more feminine: 
 
I think it’s been looking at how you...that whole book about play like a 
man but win like a woman because I think if you try and be blokey that 
does not work, so you’ve got to have the graciousness and use your 
feminine power and the skills that you have to be less direct and 
perhaps I started life being a little bit more direct than I am now...can 
be direct I’ve been told still. If you do well, skill and style perhaps 
sometimes I can be direct on the style bit but generally just be more 
indirect and equally as effective because you use the female skills of 
building relationships. (Participant 6P) 
 
Similarly, Participant 12C also stated that she used to take a more male-like, 
direct approach with people at work; however, that seemed to alter with a change in 
circumstances where she took on a more managerial role: 
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It’s like what am I doing that’s so intimidating, you know I’m 
approachable, when I’m in the mode of no shit [Participant 12C] let’s 
get the job done, that’s how I am but most of the time now...now that 
I’m managing people I make sure I stop and reach out and you know 
draw people into a conversation or have a joke or you know make 
things a little bit more light hearted...a little less serious so I think it’s 
just an awareness thing. (Participant 12C) 
 
Several women seemed to support Participant 16C’s statement that “You do 
have to socialise yourself to particular behaviours” in the industries they work in and 
seemed to support adopting male behaviours as a practical strategy to overcome 
some of the challenges in career progression that they experience. Most respondents 
who suggested those strategies seemed to believe that they were necessary tools even 
though they were not natural to their own way of handling career management or 
leadership. Often they spoke about those approaches from a perspective of time and 
after having experienced less than satisfactory career progress. In contrast, other 
women believed that using a feminine management approach was a better strategy 
for women. Again they seemed to speak from experience and often after changing 
their approach over time. Overall, it seems that the opinions were divided but most 
women had tried to employ male behaviours at some point in their careers with 
varied success. 
 
6.7 Chapter summary 
This chapter offered insights into the strategies female project managers use 
to advance their careers, responding to the third critical research question relating to 
the strategies women utilise to overcome the structural and cultural career barriers 
experienced in project-based working environments. 
The study found that, in contrast to findings by Catalyst (1998, 2000) and 
Chugh and Saghal (2007), most female project managers actively develop strategies 
to manage those structural and cultural effects in order to progress their careers 
forward. Their reports illustrate strategies such as proactively managing their careers 
by having a mapped-out career path, knowing what they want to achieve and 
communicating their career aspirations to their managers. They also sought ‘backing’ 
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and support of senior managers promoting them up the chain of command in their 
organisations, as well as tried to build their political skills in order to progress their 
careers. Most of all, self-improvement through additional training, coaching or 
mentoring was found by this study to be seen as the most important strategy for 
participants. The self-confidence that comes with additional degrees, training and 
support gained through mentoring has been proven to be important to the 
respondents in their career journeys. Further, the strategies of being visible and self-
promotion were strongly used by the respondents. These women believe that being 
proactive, putting themselves forward for additional responsibilities, building 
networks and self-promoting themselves will increase their recognition, their 
visibility to senior management and therefore their chances for promotion and career 
growth.  
The use of these strategies was varied; however, most of the respondents used 
elements from every strategy at different stages of their careers and in different 
circumstances and contexts. They derived them through their own trials and errors, 
from observing other women in similar situations and from observing the career 
behaviours of men. Though different strategies were used, successful career 
advancement still seems to be difficult to manage and achieve for most.  
Chapter 7 presents the discussion and implications of this study, together with 
the recommendations for future research, in conjunction with the theoretical 
framework established in Chapter 2 and used in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 as a basis for the 
analysis. 
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Chapter 7:  Discussion and Conclusions 
This chapter utilises Evetts’ (1992, 2000) and Clerc and Kels’ (2013) 
framework of analysing women’s career experiences by investigating structural, 
cultural and action dimensions of the employing organisations to discuss the findings 
that were presented in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. The structural dimensions focused on 
organisational structure and processes, while the cultural dimensions focused on 
management culture. Further, by applying social role and incongruity theories 
(Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Karau, 2002) a gendered perspective was employed in 
discussing those organisational influences on women’s experiences of upward 
progression of their careers. 
 
This is followed by an analysis of how the findings relate to the relevant 
literature and the objectives of the study, reflected in the research questions. In 
addition, this chapter also explains the contribution of the study’s findings to 
knowledge and practice, as well as detailing the study’s limitations and future 
research opportunities. 
 
7.1 Key findings 
 The results of this study provide fresh insights into how characteristics of 
project-based organisations affect the career progression of female project managers 
and, in particular, what challenges women face in their advancement and what 
strategies they employ to overcome them.  Collectively, the findings present the 
relationship between the structural factors of the project-based work environment, 
the cultural factors of traditional project-based masculine cultures and their 
combined influence on how female project managers experience their work and 
career progression into leadership.  
 The nature and characteristics of the working environment in project-based 
organisations have a unique impact on the career experiences of female project 
managers. Considering the structural dimensions of the organisations together with 
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the cultural dimensions, a variety of challenges at the organisational level have been 
identified. The continually developing and evolving organisational structures of 
project-based organisations drive some of those factors, together with project 
management work practices (Buckle & Thomas, 2003; Legault & Chasserio, 2003; 
2012; Lingren & Packendorff, 2006). The complex, difficult to pinpoint and 
reconcile gendered dynamics also influence the structural and cultural dimensions of 
organisations, having a significant impact on the career experiences of female project 
managers (Chasserio & Legault, 2010; Legault & Chasserio, 2012; Gale & 
Cartwright, 1995; Watts, 2009).  
 The women interviewed were characterised by a high level of drive and 
performance motivation, flexibility to adjust, willingness to take on new challenges, 
and interest in personal development and career progression. Most of those who 
pursued advancement based their career expectations on traditional linear career 
progressions with increased personal and leadership responsibility. They set their 
sights on senior management roles within the specialist area of project management 
or within the general management stream. They pursued opportunities for 
advancement into leadership purposefully and most women developed a number of 
strategies to help improve their chances for advancement. 
 On one hand, most of the participants in this study expressed the enjoyment 
and satisfaction derived from their project roles. They enjoy the variety, interesting 
assignments, challenging work and the people management responsibilities required 
of projects. The sense of achievement and contribution they experience in their roles 
are the appealing factors of their project work. On the other hand, most of the 
participants struggled with the inconsistency between their career aspirations and the 
limited and often slow progress they are making towards leadership roles. Some of 
the reasons identified as causes for this disparity are discussed next. 
 
7.1.1 Effects of structural organisational dimensions that are unique to 
project-based organisations 
 Several structural factors related to the project-based environment were 
identified as key barriers to female career progression in project-based organisations. 
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They include the nature of project work, project managers’ career development and 
leadership pathways in the employing organisations.  
Nature of project work  
 The participants’ concerns over the temporary nature of project work, 
creating an unstable, uncertain and ambiguous work environment for project 
managers, were generally found to be in line with the findings of many authors 
investigating the effects of project-based work environments on project managers 
(Gareis, 2005; Huemann et al., 2007; Sydow et al., 2004; Turner & Müller, 2003).  
 
Masculine work practices 
 Drawing on the participants’ comments, the masculine work practices had a 
negative impact on their career opportunities. Interestingly, a small number of 
women interviewed did not identify any concerns with those work practices nor did 
they see any impact of them on their own careers, perhaps due to the effects of 
socialising into the project management culture through education and project 
management practice, as suggested by Gale and Cartwright (1995). The majority of 
participants, however, confirmed the pressure they experience from the masculine 
work practices driven by relentless demands to deliver on time and to budget, a 
requirement for total commitment, working long hours, lack of work–life balance 
and an extreme focus on efficiency and devotion to work, as identified by Legault 
and Chasserio (2012) and Powell et al. (2006). Single women were willing to comply 
with those prevailing work practices in order to progress their careers. However, 
most women who were married and had children certainly experienced challenges in 
their efforts to reconcile the commitment to their work and to their families. The 
most prevalent challenge seems to be the lack of support for women returning from 
maternity leave; the demands for efficiency and presenteeism being the cause. 
Requiring full-time commitment and not allowing for part-time work practices, these 
demands present significant challenges for women trying to return to their old project 
roles on a part-time basis. They were usually forced to take a demotion into a support 
role and forego their career advancement. This ultimately makes the choice to start a 
family a career-limiting option for most women. Indeed, many women seem to either 
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delay marriage and having children or relied on family support networks to allow 
them to remain in project-based organisations.  
 
Lack of clear career paths and career development support 
 
 Further, a lack of clear career paths and career development support were 
identified as barriers to career advancement. This study supports the project 
management literature identifying limited career planning by project-based 
organisations and a high reliance on project managers forging their own career paths 
(Bredin & Söderlund, 2012; DeFillippi, 1996; Hölzle, 2009). Several authors have 
pointed out that pursuing a project management career is different and more 
challenging than pursuing a traditional management career due to the requirements 
for a high level of mobility, uncertainty, continuous deadline pressures (Bredin & 
Sӧderlund, 2012; Garais, 2005; Hölzle, 2010; Turner & Muller, 2003), lack of 
development opportunities and training (Shenhar & Dvir, 2007) and lack of career 
support programs (Huemann, 2000; Huemann et al., 2007). In support of this 
analysis, there seem to be very few organised career programs or little support 
available to female project managers in the project-based organisations studied. 
Organisations expect participants to take responsibility for their own careers. While 
this carries challenges and is met with varied levels of enthusiasm, most of the 
participants plan ahead, design strategies and are proactive in managing their career 
journeys. The general management literature claims that some women don't plan 
their careers and that a lack of planning is one of the main obstacles to women’s 
career advancement (Catalyst, 1998, 2000; Chugh & Saghal, 2007). In this study, 
however, most participants seem to give a lot of consideration to identifying their 
career aspirations and pursuing them. Nevertheless, they stressed that the career 
paths within their organisations seem ambiguous and confusing. While they were 
clear on the accepted hierarchical career pathways, the main challenge for them is the 
lack of clarity on what is needed to achieve promotion and advancement in their 
careers. As a result, the transparency, credibility and fairness of appointment and 
advancement decisions were questioned. For many, the promotion practices still 
seem subject to informal, politicised power plays, favouritism and mateship.   
Dual career streams 
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 What is unique about project-based organisations is that the career 
development trajectory is often structured around parallel and dual career streams: 
one for project management professionals and one for executive leadership 
(Debourse & Archibald, 2012; Hölzle, 2010). These two streams are quite separate 
from each other; they are seen to require different skill sets and experience (Hölzle, 
2010). The lack of bridging career paths, training and experience programs for 
project managers in project-based organisations aspiring to general management is a 
significant limitation to career advancement. Those study participants who expressed 
aspirations to progress into executive leadership roles shared concerns about the lack 
of clear direction and understanding of how to progress into those roles. The parallel 
career streams were recognised as a further complication when moving from project-
specific work into executive leadership roles. Through their careers in projects 
women build skills and gain experience in delivering complex projects; however, 
those are not seen as the right skill sets to progress into executive roles. Therefore, 
female project managers in this study encounter barriers to leadership progression in 
both the specialist and the general management career streams, for different reasons 
but with the same outcome: low representation in senior organisational ranks. 
 
7.1.2 Effects of cultural dimensions that are unique to project-based 
organisations  
 In addition to structural dimensions having an influence on the career 
progression of female project managers, cultural factors of project-based 
environments are also identified as key barriers to women’s career advancement. 
When cultural dimensions are considered in career explanations, the focus 
traditionally relates to the belief systems and controlling social attitudes (Evetts, 
2000). The cultural dimensions identified in this study include the dominance of a 
masculine management culture, together with role incongruity bias and unconscious 
bias.  
Masculine culture 
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 On the question of organisational culture, most participants in this study 
described the dominating masculine culture in the construction and property 
development organisations as aggressive, hard-nosed, adversarial, non-supportive, 
confrontational and driven by conflict. This finding is in keeping with Gale and 
Cartwright’s (1995) and Harrison’s (1972) proposition that project-based cultures are 
demonstrably masculine, characterised mainly by a results-orientation and dominated 
by power relationships. Lingren and Packendorff (2006) further explain this by 
describing masculine work practices as reproducing masculinities due to the effects 
of the ‘iron triangle’ of project management, requiring rationality, efficiency and 
control justified by the requirement for project efficiency. In addition, Buckle and 
Thomas (2003) demonstrated that the methodology of managing projects is filled 
with masculine logic systems, which has a powerful and direct impact on the project 
management practice, as experienced by the study participants. 
 
 This masculine culture was demonstrated through the participants’ 
experiences of the culture of mateship and favouritism in the employing project-
based organisations. The female participants reported lost commercial and 
promotional opportunities due to gender-based favouritism driven by power, status 
and bias for ‘sameness’. Indeed, in the literature, one of the most challenging barriers 
to women’s career advancement was identified to be recruitment and promotion 
practices influenced by bias, causing preferences for people ‘similar’ to senior 
management. The similarity–attraction paradigm, used to minimise uncertainty, leads 
people to make the most positive evaluations and decisions about people whom they 
see as similar to themselves (Byrne & Neuman, 1992; Powell, 2012). Masculine 
organisational cultures continue to reinforce the uniqueness and difference of women 
in comparison to men and place an onus on women to ‘fit in’ and adjust to that 
culture (Gale & Cartwright, 1995). 
 Further, the participants also identified that those who had currency with 
CEOs and the backing of senior management enjoyed advantages in career 
progression. This was normally reserved for men who participated in informal social 
networks and were favoured for promotions. Study participants identified a heavily 
politicised environment in project-based organisations, favouring men through 
mateship and ‘boys clubs’, that prevents them from participating in social networks 
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where organisational politics are created and reinforced (Perrewe & Nelson, 2004). 
The employment decisions such as personnel selection, performance evaluation, 
training opportunities and promotion are also very political in nature (Perrewe & 
Nelson, 2004). Supporting the general lack of political skill and preparedness to deal 
with political environments attributed to women (Mainiero, 1994), the participants 
confirmed that they tend to be significantly impacted by organisational politics in 
their career advancement. While men use politics to gain access to early information 
and advance within organisations, women tend to rely on the formal organisational 
systems for information and support in career development (Perrewe & Nelson, 
2004). A majority of women in this study reported being excluded from networks, 
overlooked in promotions and stifled in their career progression, effectively 
supporting previous research findings (Chugh & Sahgal, 2007; Oakley, 2000; 
Perrewe & Nelson, 2004). As noted by participants, the exclusion from networks and 
promotions often led to frustration and sometimes the decision to leave an 
organisation and, in some cases, even an industry. 
 
Stereotyping of women and project leadership roles 
 Many writers in both the traditional management literature and project 
literature point to gender biases, stereotypes and role incongruity issues as strong 
cultural barriers to career progression, leading to women being significantly 
underrepresented at senior organisational levels (French et al., 2014, Lemons, 2001; 
Watts, 2009). This was echoed in the experiences of the participants of this study.  
 In keeping with Eagly and Karau’s (2002) proposition that prejudice against 
female leaders results from the perceived incompatibility between the role 
requirements of a leader and the gender-role requirements of a woman, many 
participants in this study pointed to their concerns with their ‘fit’ with the masculine 
culture of project management and their employing project-based organisations. 
Some women experienced this first-hand by being told by their managers that more 
traditional roles such as wives and homemakers were better suited for women. An 
example from one confident, experienced and competent participant, who was told 
that she was intimidating by her manager, illustrated this gender bias related to 
incongruity between the woman’s expected feminine behaviour and her role as a 
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competent manager. In addition, several participants indicated their concern with 
their own ‘fit’ in their work environment, also expressing their frustration with the 
consequences of a perceived lack of ‘fit’ on their careers and promotions. However, 
rather than organisations taking positive steps to remove the constraints placed on 
women, this study found that women themselves use a strategy of ‘fitting in’ by 
searching for ways to better assimilate with the dominant male culture in order to 
have better career opportunities. They adjust their own attitudes and leadership styles 
and often assimilate male behaviour in an effort to enhance their chances for 
advancement. 
Undervaluing, debasement and sexualisation of women 
 
 The project management culture seems to undervalue and underrate women, 
their capabilities and their performance and contributions. This appears to be a 
common theme across the project-based organisations represented in this study, 
supporting earlier findings by Eagly and Karau (2002). The majority of participants 
identified situations from their experience that confirm a general lack of confidence 
in their abilities and a tendency for their male managers and clients to underestimate 
their capabilities and contributions. They experience the same debasement and 
requirement to constantly and repeatedly prove themselves due to the stereotypical 
gender perceptions (Watts, 2009) still prevalent in their organisational cultures. In 
addition, this study found that proving themselves and their competencies on one 
project did not guarantee women a promotion on another, as they often had to prove 
themselves again when moved to a new project, team and/or supervising manager. 
As a consequence, women find themselves under continuous scrutiny in respect of 
their credentials for the job and for delivering successful projects. They see 
themselves and are seen by others as not fitting the competent leader expectations 
and therefore experience greater difficulty progressing their careers within their 
organisations—often leading to self-doubt. 
 Furthermore, the findings in this study support the findings by Watts (2009) 
that female managers, especially in male-dominated workplaces, are also vulnerable 
as targets of prejudice and hostile behaviours. A number of women interviewed 
indicated that debasement and even sexual harassment is still well entrenched in their 
organisations characterised by masculine culture. As this study identified, it is found 
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in the highest ranks of the company managers who ironically set the standard for the 
organisational culture. Women’s career advancements are regularly credited to 
sexual relationships or sexual favours and not their value or capabilities as 
professionals.  
7.1.3 Strategies women use to overcome the barriers 
 Another aspect of this study was to explore and understand how women 
respond to the perceived barriers to leadership and what attempts they make to 
resolve those barriers in progression to leadership roles. The study investigated how 
women manage those limitations and what strategies they actively develop and 
employ to navigate and minimise the adverse effects of the cultural and structural 
barriers experienced in their project-based organisations and project industries. 
Women actively build their careers out of the conditions created by the structural and 
cultural constraints of their careers (Evetts, 2000). In this study, the participants 
displayed a variety of strategies used to manage those constraints. As found in this 
study, adding to previous research, women attempt to address those constraints with 
a great level of flexibility and agility, in particular they: manoeuvre within them; 
negotiate; resist some and accept others; are proactive, resilient and confronting if 
required; and even adapt to the ones they can’t control or change. Some manage 
those barriers with success, others without. Success varied, as identified by Evetts 
(2000), depending on the context and the career resources women had available to 
them at the time. These strategies are discussed below. 
Proactive career planning strategy 
 More than half of the respondents stressed the importance of adopting 
proactive career planning and self-managing their careers as strategies in career 
progression.  It seems that the nature of project management work, with its focus on 
the progress and delivery of objectives, together with the lack of career support in 
organisations and the ongoing rhetoric about having to manage their own careers, has 
a big effect on respondents’ commitment to career self-management. They stressed 
the importance of having career goals, understanding their own needs, priorities and 
preferences for work environments. The literature suggests that women who are 
proactive in planning their careers, have a career path and actively manage their 
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careers are more likely to succeed in their career growth and development (Gallagher 
& Golant, 2001; Williams, 2000); this study confirms that a commitment to career 
self-management by female project managers seems to be the embraced strategy for 
success.  The respondents actively manage their careers by choosing the projects they 
work on, taking risks and moving at strategic times to help advance their careers. In 
contrast, however, some respondents suggested that without the support or ‘backing’ 
of internal networks and, in particular, senior male managers promoting them up the 
chain of command in their organisations it is very difficult to get promoted. This 
seems to be a unique necessity for women’s advancement as suggested by the 
participants. Participants believe that their male colleagues do not need the same 
support or endorsement and tend to build better networks and relationships—an 
outcome credited to better political skills. 
Self-improvement strategy 
 A new finding by this study in project-based organisations is the 
identification of ‘self-improvement’ as a career progression strategy, which was used 
by the majority of female project managers. Most participants interviewed in this 
study engage in additional training, education and coaching to enhance their skills, 
use competencies in order to build specific skills and access mentoring inside and 
outside of their organisations. The participants demonstrated a lot of self-
determination, willingness to put in extra yards when needed, self-motivation, self-
accountability and incredible resilience. Indeed, according to management literature 
women benefit from continuing education in their attempts to advance their careers, 
especially if pursuing a career at the top of an organisation and, as a result, are seen 
as more organisationally committed and enjoy higher career prospects (Chugh & 
Sahgal, 2008; Lemons & Parzinger, 2001; Melamed, 1996). Several respondents 
confirmed an improved self-confidence that came with the additional degrees, 
training and recognition and the importance of this confidence boost in their career 
journeys.  
 Similarly, mentoring was perceived as an important ingredient in establishing 
contacts, developing networks and reducing learning curves pursuing upward career 
advancement. Most women appeared to recognise the need for mentoring even if 
they themselves did not participate in any mentoring programs. Some participants are 
 Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusions 127 
mentored informally or are seeking formal mentors, others mentor younger staff 
within their organisations or within the programs of professional associations as a 
way to build their presence. Many scholars confirm that having mentors is one of the 
key success factors for women (Brooks & Brooks, 1999; De Pass-Albers, 2004; 
Indvik, 2004; Simonetti et al. 1999) and it plays an even more critical role for women 
who aim to compete in male-dominated environments by levelling the playing field 
(Amabisca, 2005; Giddis, 2003; Smith, 2005). Further to this, this study has shown 
that participants also recognised that having a coach is an important part of their 
professional development, helping to improve their skills and performance. 
However, while it was recognised as a successful strategy not many female project 
managers in this study utilise a coaching strategy in their own careers. 
 
Being proactive to achieve visibility strategy 
 
 However, while additional training and having mentors and coaches were 
important, they were not the only tactics used to advance women’s careers in project-
based organisations. The issue of low visibility was perceived by women as a real 
barrier to career advancement and hence multiple strategies were offered to deal with 
this limitation. The women in this study believed that being proactive, getting 
involved with a wide variety of projects, putting themselves forward for additional 
responsibilities, promoting themselves, their teams and their achievements internally 
and externally, delivering organisational improvements and building networks will 
increase their recognition, and visibility to senior management, therefore increasing 
their chances for promotion and career growth. The research by Bierema (2005) 
suggests that social networks are essential elements in navigating an upwardly 
mobile career, especially for women who work in male-dominant environments. 
Some studies even suggest that women are prevented from reaching top positions if 
they do not network inside and outside their organisations (Wirth, 2000, Catalyst, 
2000). In support of this, the study participants saw networking as an important 
strategy for their advancement; however, they also expressed their frustration with 
difficulties accessing those networks. The heavily politicised environments in their 
organisations favour men through the exclusivity of ‘boys clubs’. As a result women 
felt excluded, overlooked in promotions and stifled in their career progression.  
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Positioning yourself for promotion strategy 
  
Further, in an effort to gain recognition and better opportunities for 
promotion women tended to be proactive in participating in various projects, putting 
themselves forward for additional responsibilities, offering to attend senior-level 
meetings and committees, being active internally and externally to the organisation, 
delivering organisational improvements, attending networking functions and so on. 
They attempted to show professional commitment to their companies and the 
industry and position themselves for advancement by taking on additional 
responsibilities on top of their daily job requirements. The participants explained 
how doing work above their level of responsibility and proving their competencies, 
motivation, commitment and leadership qualities will position them as being capable 
to work at higher career levels and is important to be considered for advancement.  
 
Actively promoting yourself strategy 
 
 Actively promoting themselves was another tactic used by the study 
participants to improve their chances for career advancement. Even though self-
promotion did not seem to be a comfortable approach it was perceived by many 
respondents as necessary, particularly in project-based organisations due to the very 
competitive nature of the environment. While the strategies of being proactive and 
putting yourself forward seemed natural and desirable, self-promotion was perceived 
as bragging and ‘blowing your own trumpet’ and did not sit comfortably with these 
women.  
 
Imitating male behaviour strategy 
 
 Further, as an attempt to better ‘fit in’ with the male-dominated culture (Gale 
& Cartwright, 1995), some female participants in this study appeared to either 
imitate male behaviours or considered doing so in order to uphold the core values 
and behaviours of the profession and project organisation (Buckle & Thomas, 2003; 
Thomas & Buckle-Henning, 2007). Recognising the competitiveness within the 
organisational culture, participants talked about “pushing a lot harder” for career 
opportunities, taking credit for and owning the success instead of attributing it to the 
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team, building networks to leverage them for their own benefit in career progression, 
being assertive and projecting an image of being in control in an attempt to replicate 
male behaviour.  
 However, not everyone agreed that this was the right strategy for 
advancement. This study also found that some women felt that using a feminine 
approach may in fact be more advantageous. Several participants argued that their 
feminine approach was worth harnessing and it helped them to be more effective in 
their leadership efforts and to build better relationships. Indeed, recent project 
management literature suggests that feminine skills—often referred to as soft skills 
such as communication, cooperation, collaboration, relationship building, 
interpersonal and networking skills—are necessary for project leadership success 
(Crawford et al., 2006; Hölzle, 2010; Walker & Lloyd-Walker, 2011). While overall 
the opinions were divided, most women had tried to employ male behaviours at some 
point in their careers but with mixed success. 
 
7.2 Contributions 
By exploring how the characteristics of project-based organisations affect the 
career progression of female project managers, how those women experience the 
challenges they face and what strategies they employ to overcome them, this study 
provides a timely and relevant contribution to the understanding of women’s 
underrepresentation in leadership roles in project-based organisations. This is 
particularly important in times of heightened focus on gender diversity in leadership, 
increased requirements for compliance through government requirements, skills 
shortages and attempts to increase global competitiveness of Australian 
organisations. To date, the efforts to increase women in leadership has achieved 
limited results and questions remain as to how to better address them. This research 
provides an insight into the organisational settings of project-based organisations and 
the experiences of female project managers of their career progression within those 
settings. The study provides an understanding of how participants perceive and 
experience their careers and what they are doing to increase their opportunities for 
advancement. This contributes to knowledge within the project literature and has a 
number of practical implications for organisations. 
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7.2.1 Contributions to knowledge 
Expanding the social inquiry in project literature 
This study investigates the issue of female underrepresentation in leadership 
in project-based organisations within the construction and property development 
industries. It contributes to the expansion of application of the social role and role 
incongruity theories by exploring this phenomenon in a new and unique setting of 
Australian project-based organisations. It further extends the application of those 
theories by adding the lived experiences of the study participants as an additional 
perspective for an improved understanding of issues associated with gender-based 
barriers to career progression. Using project-based organisations, it illuminates the 
components of social role and role incongruity theories in project-based 
organisational practices and cultures. 
Unique characteristics of project-based organisations and their effect on career 
experiences 
Project-based organisations are characterised by unique structural and 
cultural dimensions affecting the career experiences and progression of female 
project managers.  Unlike traditional organisations, in project-based organisations the 
complex organisational structure, transient and temporary work environment, 
masculine work practices, lack of clear career paths and support in career 
development, and lack of commitment to gender diversity create significant barriers 
to career advancement for women. This is multiplied further by cultural factors, such 
as a masculine organisational culture grounded in politics, favouritism and mateship, 
and stereotyping, led by gender and leadership bias. 
Contribution to understanding career barriers in project-based organisations 
 This study contributes to bridging the gaps in knowledge about women’s 
experiences of working in project-based organisations within the construction and 
property development industries (Watts, 2009). Further, while the barriers that 
women face in progressing to leadership are well documented in the traditional 
management literature there seems to be much less information about how women 
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experience career progression challenges in project-based organisations. This study 
therefore addresses this gap by providing further understanding of these issues 
(Crawford, French & Lloyd-Walker, 2013, p. 1185).  
 
Contribution to understanding the career strategies of women in project-based 
organisations 
 In addition, this study is filling the gap in knowledge about the strategies that 
women employ to overcome the career barriers they face in advancing their careers 
in project-based organisations (Laud & Johnson, 2012). Further, while most 
empirical studies to date have largely explored the pre-hire predictors of career 
progression, this study focuses on the use of strategies utilised by female project 
managers in their daily roles in organisational settings (Laud & Johnson, 2012).  
 
7.2.2 Contribution to practice 
Empowering women to bring the gender issue to light in their organisations 
Overall, women in this study showed limited awareness of the gender 
diversity legislation and the legislative requirements for increasing gender equality 
performance in Australian organisations. This disempowerment affects their efforts 
to bring to light any discriminatory practices, voice their experiences and bring issues 
to the attention of management. Ultimately this allows for an ongoing dominance of 
structural and cultural practices, biases and stereotyping, causing poor outcomes 
despite implementing meaningful policies and practices. This study argues that more 
needs to be done to make women aware of and be better informed and educated on 
how to identify, raise and negotiate such issues without the fear of organisational 
reprisal. 
Debunking the arguments and myths 
Common arguments about women’s underrepresentation in leadership are 
often used as convenient excuses for doing little to address the real structural and 
cultural issues affecting this phenomenon. This study highlights some of those 
common arguments and myths and allows a closer look at the real issues holding 
women back from meaningful and lasting change in their career advancement that 
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will ultimately benefit the employing organisations. Such closer investigation creates 
knowledge that could help to develop policy and programs that can minimise or 
remove the barriers and empower women to gain the confidence to continue on their 
career journeys. 
Lack of commitment to gender diversity 
Any well meaning policies and programs will not work without senior 
management’s and middle management’s commitment to the cause. With raised 
awareness, understanding and willingness to prioritise changes in the cultural and 
structural initiatives discussed in this study positive impact can be encouraged. There 
is a great interrelationship between those organisational dimensions; addressing just 
one without the other will not deliver significant results. 
Strong grip of politicised culture 
Masculine cultures—such as the culture found in project-based organisations 
investigated by this study—are often characterised by a culture of power, 
organisational politics and mateship. Awareness of the existence of such 
organisational factors can positively influence the development and implementation 
of effective policies and programs, leading to improvements in the culture itself, 
therefore assisting in women’s progression to leadership. 
Awareness of strategies women use to assist them through internal programs 
This study highlights the need to support women through understanding their 
career strategies in order to design programs that will assist them in their efforts. The 
findings bring to light the fact that women struggle with many structural and cultural 
factors preventing them from advancing their careers, with very limited support from 
their organisations and relevant professional associations. In order to address those 
issues, a considered approach, as well as policies and programs addressing both the 
structural and cultural issues, must be developed. Only such a holistic approach can 
make a difference. 
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7.3 Limitations of the study 
 This study adopted an exploratory approach using qualitative interviews. The 
rationale for this approach was to gain a greater understanding of the characteristics 
of project-based organisations that affect career progression of female project 
managers by exploring the experiences and perceptions of those who have 
experienced the phenomenon. As a consequence of adopting this qualitative mode of 
enquiry, there are several limitations. In particular, these relate to the sample size, 
data collection and subjective nature of interviews. 
Sample  
 The objective of the sample strategy was not generalisability but rather to 
allow for depth and breadth of information. This was achieved through a diverse 
sample that represented 16 female project managers, two industry sectors, private 
and publicly-listed organisations, as well as medium- through to very large-sized 
organisations from across Australia. This enabled the research questions to be 
adequately addressed and analytic saturation to be reached. While it was sufficient, a 
larger sample size may have provided greater comparison and confirmation. 
 Additionally, this study aimed to include a diversity of views by including 
participants with diverse educational backgrounds, different levels of seniority and 
different experience levels and years in the industry. They were also different in 
terms of their family situation: some were married, some were married with children, 
some were single, and one was a single mother. 
Data collection 
 The interviews conducted for this study comprised single, face-to-face and 
telephone interviews. The outcomes may have been limited by the depth of 
understanding that could be reached using this method, impacting the extent of 
insight that could be drawn from participant experiences. The potentially limited 
rapport the interviewer was able to build with participants may also have impacted 
the extent of insight that could be gained from participant experiences. The study 
may have benefited from a second round of interviews that would have potentially 
offered an opportunity to further explore emergent themes and to verify the 
researcher’s understanding of experiences as described by the participants. 
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Researcher bias 
 As a woman currently working in the property development industry and 
having observed the career progression of women in the property and construction 
industries for over 10 years I made a conscious effort to maintain impartiality during 
the interview process. Being keenly aware of any potential sources of bias that could 
affect the research, such as the involuntarily prejudice of participants to respond in 
certain ways and my involuntarily prejudice in data analysis, I tried to ensure that no 
bias would hamper the study. I maintained a certain level of distance during the 
interviews and the data analysis in order to minimise the possibility for bias.  
Participant perspectives 
 The data used in this study was derived from recounted participant 
experiences of career progression in project-based organisations. These experiences 
were drawn from instances where the participants encountered career challenges and 
engaged in career strategies within their current and previous organisations. 
Therefore their perspectives are likely to differ depending on their position (type of 
role, level of seniority, size of projects, industry experience, etc.). While this 
difference was identified and taken into consideration in the analysis process, 
differences in perspectives were not thoroughly explored or fully reported in the 
findings (Neuman, 2003). To minimise participant subjectivity the women in the 
study were not provided with the Questionnaire Guide in advance, eliminating the 
possibility that prepared responses were used to articulate their lived experiences. 
Time consideration 
 
 While the findings from this study reflect the experiences and perceptions of 
participants at a particular point in time, they are unable to take account of how the 
career experiences of female project managers change and develop over time.  
 A longitudinal study would have captured the changing dynamics of career 
experiences over time, indicating how changes to structural organisational 
dimensions (such as programs, policies, variety of projects, project teams and 
leaders) as well as cultural dimensions (such as gender and leadership bias and 
masculine work practices) may have affected those careers. In addition a longitudinal 
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study may also have been able to capture the effects of various strategies aimed at 
minimising the effects of the various barriers to progression. 
Context 
 
 Further research may be required before the findings from this research can 
be transferred into different cultural settings. This study is set within the context of 
Australian project-based organisations and therefore its transferability may be limited 
to countries that share similar cultural, organisational and legislative environments 
and that rely on a project-based economy.  
 
7.4 Recommendations for further research 
 The recommendations for further research offer opportunities to build upon 
the knowledge contributed by this study. Despite the extremely low female 
representation and slow progression of women to leadership roles in project-based 
organisations limited studies exist considering those issues in Australian project-
based organisations. The findings of this study have made some advances in this 
area. However, there is still a lot more to be learned from studying the career 
development and career strategies of female project managers. Therefore, as outlined 
below, several opportunities exist for additional future research.  
Consideration of changes over time 
 
 As mentioned above, future longitudinal research may be well positioned to 
build on the findings of this study and consider how the career experiences of female 
project managers change over time in light of the changing organisational 
environment, their life situations, related career aims and the strategies women adopt 
to support their career advancement. 
Extending the research into a wider selection of project-based industries 
 
Considering the fact that there are organisational differences across different 
industries and businesses within the project-based sector (from traditional industries 
such as construction or mining to less traditional industries such as IT and the 
Creative Arts), researchers could expand the research sample utilising the current 
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research design. The scope of the sample could be expanded to other industries, 
potentially increasing the generalisability of the research findings.  
Extending the research sample 
 
 Further, the study could also be extended to include women who have 
reached the highest levels in project-based organisations, including general 
management and board member roles. Their perspectives, challenges and strategies 
could provide an insight into the dynamics of career progression beyond projects, 
and the most successful strategies used to bridge the transition between the two 
career streams, from projects to general management.  
 The study could also be broadened to include men from different project 
management career levels. An expanded study examining the career progression of 
men would add additional dimensions to the findings and could prove beneficial for 
gaining a deeper understanding of the differences in how men and women experience 
their work, career and strategies for advancement in project-based organisations. 
Understanding the similarities and differences of the two gender groups may help 
institutions and organisations to create programs to increase cross-awareness of the 
perceptions with the intent to solve the problem of women’s underrepresentation in 
leadership roles in project-based organisations. 
 Further, the study could be extended to include representatives from the HR 
function of organisations, as well as senior-level project leaders as they often have a 
significant influence on recruiting and promoting project team members. Their 
perceptions of the selection process would provide a more in-depth understanding of 
how we can amend this process to provide greater access for women. Currently, the 
selection process is not transparent to the public so it is problematic to make 
recommendations for change unless the process is better understood. 
 
7.5 Conclusion 
 This study has explored the lived experiences of female project managers in 
their efforts to progress their careers in project-based organisations. Using a gender 
lens, the study aimed to provide fresh insights into how characteristics of project-
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based organisations affect the career progression of female project managers and, in 
particular, what challenges women face in their advancement and what strategies 
they employ to overcome those challenges. The findings presented the relationship 
between the structural factors of the project-based work environment, the cultural 
factors of traditional project-based masculine cultures, their combined influence on 
gender relations, and how female project managers experience their work and career 
progression into leadership.  
 Upon analysis of the perceptions and experiences of 16 female project 
managers in this study, it appears that there are still numerous barriers that women 
encounter within the patriarchal construction of Australian project-based 
organisations. Some of those barriers are amplified in the project environments of the 
traditionally male-dominated construction and property development industries. 
Other barriers are project management- and industry-specific, identified as outcomes 
of the unique structural and cultural characteristics of project-based organisations. 
The women in this study talked openly and honestly about their experiences related 
to their career advancement and the frustrations experienced as a result of the 
constantly moving ‘promotion game posts’. Many women have learned how to 
navigate these barriers, applying various strategies in order to operate within the 
socially-constructed position.  
 However, even though these women have made progress in overcoming some 
of these barriers, they still experience difficulties, still approach the challenges alone 
and struggle to overcome the expectation that women should be silent about their 
experiences with gender discrimination. 
 Some of the findings emerging from the analysis will be able to contribute to 
the body of knowledge from which other women pursuing careers in project-based 
organisations and the organisations themselves can draw. Further, the data from this 
study should provide a basis for future research, as well as add to the body of 
knowledge on the career paths of female project managers in project-based 
organisations. 
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Appendices 
Appendix A 
Demographics of Study Participants 
 
Sixteen participants were purposefully selected from a population of women 
occupying traditionally and culturally male-dominated roles within the construction 
and property development industries. The 16 participants were purposefully selected 
from this population based on their senior project management roles. The initial 
participants, comprising 70% of the study’s sample, were selected from professional 
membership organisations. The participants were located throughout Australia 
including Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria and Western Australia, in both 
private and publicly-listed organisations within the construction and property 
development organisations. 
 
 The demographic profile of the participants is illustrated in Table A2, 
highlighting the industry, type and size of organisation the participants work in, as 
well as their current position and length of time in the industry. It also provides each 
participant’s age, level of education, degree completed and family type.  
 
Table A1 
Demographic profile of participants 
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Ten participants worked in the construction industry and six worked in the property 
development industry. They included women who worked in both private and 
publicly-listed organisations, with two participants working in the government 
sector. Seven participants worked in privately-owned organisations and seven in 
publicly-listed organisations. Twelve participants occupied project management roles 
and four were in senior managerial posts (three in a divisional director position and 
one in general manager position). The three divisional directors and the one general 
manager were representative of virtually the whole population of women in such 
positions within their organisations.  
 
 The majority of participants have had a significant level of experience, having 
worked in their respective industries for at least ten years (ten respondents) with four 
having worked in their industries for over 20 years and only two having worked in 
the industry for less than ten years. 
 
 The age of the participants in this study ranged from 28 to 56 years, with the 
majority falling into the 30s to 40s age range and still in the mid-stages of their 
careers. Most of the participants had completed at least an undergraduate degree with 
additional professional development courses (12 participants) and four of the 
participants had completed additional higher education such as a master’s degree. 
Most women (87%) had completed an industry-specific degree. Six women had 
completed an engineering degree with a further five having completed an urban 
planning degree, such as construction (3), planning (1) and property economics (1) 
degree. One participant had completed an architectural degree and one participant 
had completed a business degree. In terms of family formation, half of the 
participants remained single with no children, while the other half were married with 
children. One participant was a single parent. 
 
 The data were collected from participants who resided at the time of the 
interviews in New South Wales (eight participants), Queensland (four participants), 
Western Australia (three participants) and Victoria (one participant). Two 
participants moved to Australia with their work from other countries, while three 
Australian-born participants had moved internationally with their work at some point 
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in their careers. Most of them had moved or travelled interstate with their work 
during their careers. Individual participant descriptions are presented in Appendix F. 
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Appendix B 
Individual Participant Descriptions 
 
Pseudonyms were assigned randomly to protect the privacy of the participants and 
their organisations and to provide information that could be presented in a 
confidential manner. 
Participant 1P 
Participant 1P is the Divisional Director of Project Management Division of a large 
multinational real estate advisory organization – Company 1. She is a married 
woman who is 38 years old. She has a bachelor’s degree in civil engineering and has 
completed additional leadership training with assistance from her organisation. She 
began her career in the construction industry and eventually transitioned to project 
management in her current organisation. She has 18 years of industry experience and 
has worked on projects ranging from AU$70 million to AU$180 million in value. 
She has been actively managing her career and is relatively satisfied with her 
achievement to date, having progressed to new roles every 2–3 years on average. She 
is hoping for a promotion to a State General Manager role within the next five years. 
Participant 2C 
Participant 2C is a Project Manager for a construction company – Company 2. She is 
a 48-year-old single woman who began her career in the finance industry. After 
completing her Masters in Civil Engineering degree she transitioned into the 
construction industry and worked for a major contractor in the UK for a few years. 
She worked internationally before moving to Australia and taking up work with her 
current employer. She has over 13 years of industry experience.  
Participant 3P 
Participant 3P is a Senior Project Manager with a multinational real estate advisory 
organization, the same organization as Participant 1P – Company 1. She is 48 years 
old, married without children. She holds a Bachelor of Quantity Surveying and has 
been working on smaller projects ranging from AU$50,000 to AU$5 million in 
 Appendices 161 
value. She has been working in the industry for over 20 years and she identified her 
career stage as being in the mid-to-end of her career, approaching semi-retirement.  
Participant 4P 
Participant 4P is a Development Director with an urban renewal organization in the 
public sector – Company 4. She is 56 years old, married with adult children. She has 
been working in the industry for over 30 years and has extensive experience in 
planning and property development. She is a qualified urban planner with experience 
working on large, complex and high-profile projects up to AU$1.5 billion in value. 
She is very focused on her career and is actively managing her career development.  
Participant 5C 
Participant 5C is a Program Manager with a construction organisation in the public 
sector – Company 5. She is 38 years old, married with one teenage stepchild. She 
manages a team of Project Managers and has recently transitioned from a Senior 
Project Manager role with a private construction company. She holds a Bachelor of 
Civil Engineering and a Diploma of Project Management. She has travelled 
internationally with her previous employer with the aim to improve her career 
prospects. She has worked on projects up to AU$100 million in value. 
Participant 6P 
Participant 6P is a Senior Development Manager with a publicly-listed, large, 
diversified property group – Company 6. She has been with her current employer for 
over 11 years and in the property development industry for over 26 years. She is 47 
years old, married with one school-age child. She completed her bachelor’s degree in 
architecture and a number of management and leadership courses with her current 
employer. She has worked on variety of retail commercial and residential 
development projects with a value of AU$50,000 to AU$500 million. She takes an 
active role in managing her career. 
Participant 7C 
Participant 7C is a Director of Outreach and Stakeholder Support Global with a 
multinational engineering and construction consultancy organisation – Company 7. 
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She has been working with her current employer for eight years and has over 15 
years of experience in the engineering industry. She is a manager to over 65 direct 
reports internationally and has project management and business planning 
experience. She completed a double bachelor’s degree in environmental engineering 
and political science and a master’s degree in environmental law.  
Participant 8C 
Participant 8C is a Design Manager with a multinational engineering consulting 
organisation – Company 8. She has been working for her current employer for over 
two years and has over six years of industry experience. She is 28 years old and 
single. She has a bachelor’s degree in civil engineering and a diploma in project 
management. She has experienced limited success with her career progression to date 
and is currently examining whether her career choice was the right one. 
Participant 9C 
Participant 9C is a Contracts Administrator with a privately-owned, mid-size 
construction company – Company 9. She is 32 years old, married and has two young 
children. She has been working in the construction industry for over 10 years and has 
been with her current employer for over five years. She has worked on construction 
projects up to a value of AU$300 million. She has a bachelor’s degree in 
construction management and a master’s degree in construction law. She changed 
roles and employers due to her partner’s job relocation and has expressed her 
disappointment with her own career progression. 
Participant 10P 
Participant 10P is a State General Manager for a privately-owned property 
development company – Company 10. She has been with her current employer for 
three years and in the property development industry for nearly 10 years. She was 
appointed to her current role only a few months ago, being internally promoted from 
a Project Manager role. She started her career in the finance industry in banking. She 
has a bachelor’s degree in accounting and a postgraduate diploma in property 
economics. She is 35 years old, single without children. 
Participant 11C 
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Participant 11C is a National Director for a privately-owned project management 
organisation with offices across Australia – Company 11. She has been working for 
her current employer for over 25 years and has held a National Director’s role for 14 
years. She has “worked her way up” in her organisation from a graduate recruit’s role 
with qualifications in drafting. She is married with three adult children. She 
confirmed that she is very active in shaping the culture of her organisation; however, 
her impact is mainly evident in her home state office, while other state offices are 
quite “male-dominated”. 
Participant 12C 
Participant 12C is a Project Manager with a privately-owned, mid-size construction 
organisation – Company 12. She is 37 years old, single without children. She has a 
bachelor degree in civil engineering and has been working in the construction 
industry for over 15 years. Her construction projects range in value from AU$5 
million to AU$2 billion. She has recently changed employers due to dissatisfaction 
with her last employer’s work culture which changed as a result of a company re-
structure and change of ownership.  
Participant 13C 
Participant 13C is a Project Manager with a planning and development division of a 
multinational building and construction organisation – Company 13. She is in her 
mid 30s, single with one school-age child. Her career commenced in the retail 
leasing industry and she does not have any formal project management education. 
She has a Bachelor of Valuation degree and she is planning for additional training to 
assist her with her career progression further in project management or general 
management areas.  
Participant 14P 
Participant 14P is a Project Manager with a large multinational construction and 
property group – Company 14. She has over three years experience with her current 
employer and over eight years of property industry experience. She is 36 years old, 
single without children. She has a bachelor’s degree in architecture and has worked 
on property development projects valued between AU$50 million and AU$500 
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million.  
Participant 15C 
Participant 15C is a Project Manager with a large, international engineering 
organisation specialising in energy resources – Company 15. She has worked 
internationally and has been working for her current employer for over two years. 
She has over 15 years of industry experience, including six years in Australia. She 
has a bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering and has worked on engineering 
projects in the resources industry, ranging from AU$10 million to AU$100 million in 
value. She is in her late 30s, single without children. 
Participant 16C 
Participant 16C has worked in the construction and property development industries 
for 16 years in Project Management and Development Management roles. She has 
worked for Company 6 and Company 14, with job postings in Australia and 
overseas. She is in her early 40s, single without children. She has decided to leave 
the industry for now and pursue a career change through further education.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Appendices 165 
Appendix C 
Interview Guide Questionnaire 
The purpose of this research is to explore career perspectives and experiences of 
female managers in project-based organisations in Australian construction, property 
development and engineering industries in order to understand the key organisational 
challenges that women face in their career progression and the key strategies that they 
employ to overcome them.  
 
DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS: 
1. What is your current position and how long have you held this position?  
2. How long have you been with your current company?  
3. Would you please tell me what your major responsibilities are? 
4. What industry do you work in? 
a. Construction 
b. Property Development 
c. Engineering 
5. How long have you been working in this industry? 
6. What is your academic background? 
7. Do you have children? If yes, what are their ages? Who is the primary 
caregiver in your family? 
8. What previous role have you held in your career? 
9. Where do you place yourself in your career? Early, mid-career or 
approaching retirement? 
10. What is your age? 
 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: 
Introduction 
1. Tell me about yourself and your career journey to date. 
2. What are some of the highlights of your career journey? 
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Person-related questions 
Let’s now talk about your career journey and your experiences in further detail: 
1. Were there any defining moments, people or key decisions that have shaped 
your career to date? 
2. Would you attribute your career advancement to things like luck, chance, 
coincidences or serendipities, career development plan or other things? 
3. How have other external responsibilities such as raising young children, 
childcare needs, family needs and care for elderly parents, influenced your 
career commitment and career outcomes? 
4. How would you define ‘career success’ and what does it look like to you?  
5. How would you describe your own career success to date and what do you 
attribute it to?  
6. Do you see yourself as a leader? Please explain. 
7. How would you describe your leadership style or approach? 
8. Is your leadership style different from male colleagues in your organisation? 
How? 
9. What leadership style or approach is required to progress to leadership roles 
in your organisation? 
 
Organisation-related questions 
Now, let’s talk about your organisation. Let’s start with the working environment in 
your organisation: 
1. How would you describe the working environment in your organisation? 
a. Probe: organisational culture, number of women in leadership roles, working 
hours, work–life balance practices, etc. 
RQ1: How is the career progression of female project managers affected by the characteristics of the 
project-based working environment?  
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2. How do project managers in your organisation get promoted to leadership 
roles? 
a. Probe: required education and training, personal characteristics, tenure, 
experience, achievements, etc. 
3. Is the pathway to a promotion within your organisation clearly defined and 
understood? What is involved?  
4. Would you say the pathway to achieving a promotion is the same for women 
as for men in your organisation? Please explain. 
5. What would suggest to upper management that you have earned the right to a 
promotion? What key requirements are in place for career advancement for 
project managers in your organisation? 
6. In your opinion, what does it take for a woman to be successful in career 
advancement in your organisation? What experience, personal characteristics, 
qualifications or motivations do you think are required to advance to a 
leadership role?  
 
 
Culture-related questions 
Now, let’s turn to the work culture in your organisation: 
1. How would you describe the work culture in your organisation?  
2. To what extent do you think that work culture is influencing your career 
development and the career development of women within your organisation?  
3. To what extent do you think you and women in your organisation must be 
proactive in managing their own careers as opposed to relying on the 
organisation to advance your career?  
4. Do you think similar challenges affect men and women equally? 
5. Have you experienced any gender-based stereotyping or discrimination in 
your career? What were they? 
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Next, let’s look at career policies and programs in your organisation: 
1. Everybody has the potential to advance within a company. In your 
organisation, how is the potential of an individual aiming for career 
advancement identified? 
a. Probe: selection criteria, promotion criteria, indicators used to assess performance 
and promotion 
2. How would you describe the organisational support you received in your 
career advancement to your current position? 
3. Are you aware of any specific career policies, programs or initiatives 
designed to support career development and advancement of women in your 
organisation? What are they? 
a. Probe: specific training, mentoring programs, networking opportunities, career 
paths, HR career advancement programs, etc. 
4. Are you aware of any equal employment opportunity or workforce diversity 
initiatives in your organisation in relation to recruitment, training, 
performance appraisal, remuneration and career development? Please 
describe them. 
5. In your opinion, are these equal employment opportunity initiatives effective? 
How? 
6. How committed do you think the leadership and executive team in your 
organisation are to gender diversity and equality? 
 
 
Now, let’s talk about some of the strategies used to address challenges in career 
progression: 
1. Thinking about the industry you are currently in, your profession, the 
organisation you work for and your family responsibilities, can you describe 
any challenges you have encountered in progressing your career?  
RQ2: How do female project managers experience the opportunities and challenges they face 
and what strategies do they utilise to progress their careers? 
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2. What specific steps did you take to overcome some of those challenges you 
identified and how did you manage your career to compensate for those 
challenges? 
3. What challenges remain for you in your career? 
4. Have you completed any additional training or taken additional 
responsibilities or assignments to help advance your career? 
5. In hindsight, if you were staring your career over, would you do anything 
differently? What would it be? 
6. What advice would you give to organisation leaders to foster the 
advancement of women in your field? 
7. Based on your experiences, why do you think there are so few female leaders 
in your field? 
8. And finally, are there any other comments you would like to make? 
 
 
This concludes our interview. Thank you for your time. 
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Appendix D 
List of codes from NVivo 
 
Five main categories and several subcategories of codes were identified in NVivo: 
1. Work environment in project-based organisations: 
a. Representation of women in project management and senior 
management in the organisation 
b. Programs to advance women and promote gender diversity 
c. Characteristics of organisational environment 
d. Characteristics of industry environment 
e. Project Manager’s career path 
i. Role of performance reviews 
ii. Lack of career programs – career self management 
f. Project Manager’s job characteristics 
2. Participants’ career journeys 
a. Career highlights 
b. Women’s satisfaction with their career progression 
3. Challenges female project managers face in their career progression 
a. Structural: 
i. Organisational structure – projects’ fit into management 
structure 
ii. Lack of clear career paths or support in career planning  
iii. Lack of female role models and mentors 
iv. No roles for women returning from maternity leave 
v. Gap in pay 
b. Cultural: 
i. Social beliefs and norms: 
1. Gendered roles – what’s acceptable for women 
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2. Stereotyping 
3. Women’s perception of their own abilities 
a. ‘Princess syndrome’ (Do I deserve a 
promotion?) 
ii. Management culture: 
1. Women are not seen as leaders 
2. Boys’ club and lack of networking opportunities 
3. Lack of fit with masculine culture 
4. Mateship and favouritism in promotion practices 
5. Masculine behaviour – acceptable norms for men only 
4. Strategies female project managers employ to advance their careers: 
a. Self-improvement: 
i. More educations, training and experience (When is it enough?) 
ii. Building support networks 
iii. Taking on a mentor or business coach (often outside of 
organisation) 
iv. Having one’s own career plan  
v. Working harder 
b. Becoming visible: 
i. Exchanging favours 
ii. Leaning in (positioning and promoting yourself) 
iii. Lobbying for promotion 
iv. Mentoring others 
v. Networking 
c. Imitating men in leadership style and behaviour: 
i. Assert your power 
ii. Play like a man but win like a woman 
d. Adaptation: 
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i. Build tenure 
ii. Diplomacy 
iii. Activate family support networks 
iv. Resilience 
5. Bottom-up advice for organisations to improve the number of women in 
project-based organisations 
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Appendix E 
Ethics approval from QUT Ethics Committee 
 
From: QUT Research Ethics Unit 
Sent: Friday, 14 March 2014 9:36 AM 
To: Caroline Hatcher; Erica French; Marzena Baker 
Cc: Janette Lamb 
Subject: Ethics Application Approval -- 1400000146 
 
Dear Prof Caroline Hatcher and Mrs Marzena Baker 
 
Project Title:  Women's progression to leadership within project-based organisations 
 
Ethics Category:        Human - Low Risk 
Approval Number:    1400000146 
Approved Until:        10/03/2017 (subject to receipt of satisfactory progress reports) 
 
We are pleased to advise that your application has been reviewed and confirmed as 
meeting the requirements of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human 
Research. 
 
I can therefore confirm that your application is APPROVED. 
If you require a formal approval certificate please advise via reply email. 
 
CONDITIONS OF APPROVAL 
Please ensure you and all other team members read through and understand 
all UHREC conditions of approval prior to commencing any data collection: 
Standard: Please see attached or go to 
www.research.qut.edu.au/ethics/humans/stdconditions.jsp 
Specific:   None apply 
 
Decisions related to low risk ethical review are subject to ratification at the next 
available UHREC meeting.  You will only be contacted again in relation to this 
matter if UHREC raises any additional questions or concerns. 
 
Whilst the data collection of your project has received QUT ethical clearance, the 
decision to commence and authority to commence may be dependent on factors 
beyond the remit of the QUT ethics review process. For example, your research may 
need ethics clearance from other organisations or permissions from other 
organisations to access staff. Therefore the proposed data collection should not 
commence until you have satisfied these requirements. 
 
Please don't hesitate to contact us if you have any queries. 
 
We wish you all the best with your research. 
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Kind regards 
 
Janette Lamb on behalf of the Chair UHREC 
Research Ethics Unit  |  Office of Research  |  Level 4  88 Musk Avenue, 
Kelvin Grove  |  Queensland University of Technology 
p: +61 7 3138 5123  |  e: ethicscontact@qut.edu.au  |  w: 
www.research.qut.edu.au/ethics/ 
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Appendix F 
Informed Consent Form 
 
 
CONSENT FORM FOR QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
– Interview – 
Women’s Progression to Leadership within Project-Based Organisations. 
QUT Ethics Approval Number 1400000146 
RESEARCH TEAM CONTACTS 
Marzena Baker  m9.baker@student.qut.edu.au 
Caroline Hatcher c.hatcher@qut.edu.au  07 3138 7734 
STATEMENT OF CONSENT 
By signing below, you are indicating that you: 
 Have read and understood the information document regarding this project. 
 Have had any questions answered to your satisfaction. 
 Understand that if you have any additional questions you can contact the research team. 
 Understand that you are free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty. 
 Understand that you can contact the Research Ethics Unit on 07 3138 5123 or email 
ethicscontact@qut.edu.au if you have concerns about the ethical conduct of the project. 
 Understand that the project will include an audio recording. 
 Understand that non-identifiable data collected in this project may be used as comparative 
data in future projects. 
 Agree to participate in the project. 
 
Name  
Signature  
Date  
 
Please return this sheet to the investigator. 
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Appendix G 
Definitions 
This study used certain terms with diverse definitions. The following definitions are 
supplied to provide clarity and understanding in relation to the scope of the study:  
 Agentic characteristics: agentic characteristics describe a more assertive, 
dominant and confident tendency, including attributes such as being aggressive, 
ambitious, independent and self-confident (Duehr & Bono, 2006). 
 Bias: instances in which a person consistently responds in a particular way 
towards a target object and does not properly take into account information that 
would otherwise change their response. Responses that are shaped by unconscious 
processing including judgements, decisions, intentions and behaviours (The Centre 
of Ethical Leadership, 2015) 
 Career: notion of progress within organisations and professions, in regular 
and successive stages, and a movement into jobs with increasing responsibilities 
(Evetts, 1992). 
 Career strategies: how individuals negotiate and manage formal and informal 
constraints (Evetts, 1992). 
 Construction industry: organisations mainly engaged in the construction of 
buildings and other structures (The Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace 
Agency, 2011). 
 Diversity: the collective blend of various ethnic groups (Carr-Ruffino, 2003). 
 Gender: the term generally used to refer to the psychosocial implications of 
being male or female, such as beliefs and expectations about what kinds of attitudes, 
values, skills and behaviours are more appropriate for or typical of one sex than the 
other (Archer & Lloyd, 2002). 
 Gender roles: sets of norms prescribing the behaviours and activities 
appropriate for each sex. Though gender roles differ by culture, generally speaking, 
in Western industrialised societies traditional gender roles assign women the role of 
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homemaker and men the role of income provider for the family (Williams & Best, 
1990). 
 Gender stereotypes: beliefs about the psychological traits that are 
characteristic of members of each sex, whereas gender roles represent beliefs about 
the behaviours that are appropriate for members of each sex (Wood & Eagly, 2010). 
 Incongruity: the quality or state of not conforming (Merriam-Webster Online 
Dictionary, 2009). 
 Isomorphism: the process whereby individuals in widely varying corporate 
environments tend to think and behave in highly similar ways (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983). 
 Leader stereotypes: beliefs about the psychological traits that are 
characteristic of leaders, whereas leader roles represent beliefs about the behaviours 
that are appropriate for leaders (Powell, 2012) 
 Male-dominated organisation: industries where women are underrepresented 
at all levels of the organisation (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2010). 
Examples of male-dominated industries include: construction, mining, oil and gas, 
utilities (Catalyst, 2012). 
 PMBOK: the Project Management Body of Knowledge—a 216-page manual 
that identifies the generally accepted body of project management knowledge, 
providing common standards of project management quality, excellence and 
professionalism (Buckle & Thomas, 2003). 
 Power: power is defined as “the potential ability of one person to induce 
force on another person toward movement or change in a given direction, within a 
given behaviour direction, at a given time” (Cartwright, 1959, p. 99). 
 Prejudice: an adverse opinion or leaning formed without just grounds or 
before sufficient knowledge (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, 2009). 
 Project: temporary organisation with dedicated resources (Turner & Muller, 
2003). 
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 Project-based organisation: an organisation which defines project 
management as an organisational strategy, manages a different portfolio of project 
types, has specific permanent project-oriented structures, applies project 
management methodology and perceives itself as being project-oriented (Gareis, 
2003). 
 Project management: a profession with specific competence requirements 
(Hodgson & Muzio, 2011). 
 Second-generation gender bias: gender bias causing “powerful but subtle and 
often invisible barriers for women that arise from cultural assumptions and 
organisational structures, practices and patterns of interaction that benefit men while 
putting women at disadvantage” (Ibarra et al., 2013)  
 Stereotyping: the process of categorising an individual into a particular group, 
and attributing a set of characteristics to the individual on the basis of the group’s 
membership (Burke & Nelson, 2002). 
 Unconscious bias: bias that influences decision-making in a manner in which 
the individual is unaware. We have a perceptual lens that “filters out certain things 
and lets others in, depending upon certain perceptions, interpretations, preferences 
and, yes, biases that we have adapted throughout our life” (Ross, 2008, p. 3). In other 
words, day-to-day decisions are informed by a range of automated interpretations, 
including stereotypes, that an individual is not consciously aware of having 
(Williams, 2011). 
 
